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Abstract
Biggane, J. E. Ph.D. The University of Memphis. December 2014. Formation,
Maintenance, and Dissolution of Employment Relationships. Major Professor: David G.
Allen, Ph.D.
Much like scholarship on employment relationships, the goal of contemporary
research on romantic relationships is to understand the forces that attract partners to one
another and the underlying mechanisms that form long-term stable and satisfying unions.
The three manuscripts herein integrate these seemingly disparate bodies of literature to
address gaps in the turnover literature. First, I proffer positive illusions as a proximal
antecedent of voluntary turnover and an answer as to why employees remain in bad
employment relationships despite facing shocks, accumulated dissatisfaction, and quality
alternatives. Second, I examine the content of exit conversations, identifying how
employees approach exit (i.e., direct & indirect bids) and effective strategies that
managers can use to inhibit turnover. Third, I consider the effect of perspective taking on
job embeddedness and the influence of gender and network centrality. Overall, these
studies provide new insights that help to understand better the formation, maintenance,
and dissolution of employment relationships.
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Chapter 1: Introduction
Research has shown that intimate relationships are a necessary condition for the
healthy functioning of individuals. They confer benefits such as social support, love, and
companionship, and are a primary determinant of one’s happiness (Laumann, Gagnon,
Michael, & Michaels, 1994; Waite & Gallagher, 2000). Despite the psychological and
physiological benefits of close personal relationships, they are often the source of
devastating sadness and despair when they come to an end – particularly when the
decision to separate is unilateral. This loss is associated with anxiety, anger, depression,
and decreased longevity (Fraley & Bonanno, 2004; Wortman & Silver, 1989). Although
intimate relationships are ubiquitous in organizations where employees have multiplex
ties with peers, subordinates, supervisors, and even the organization itself, management
scholarship has largely ignored how research and theory from this area can inform my
understanding of employment relationships.
Analogous to close personal relationships, however, employment relationships
involve personal investments, common identification, psychological attachment, and a
common sense of obligation (Buchanan, 1975; Mowday, Porter, & Steers, 1982; O’Reilly
& Chatman, 1986). Employees often personify their organization, seeing it as a source of
emotional connection, capable of valuing their contribution and deserving of trust and
commitment (Lawler, 1992; Rhoades, Eisenberger, & Armeli, 2001; Shore & Tetrick,
1994). Moreover, many of the same psychological and physiological responses to the loss
of intimate relationships can be seen when employees separate from their organization
(e.g., depression, social disengagement, and even heart disease) (Cooper & Marshall,
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1976; Barling & Kelloway, 1996). I contend that examining close personal relationships
will lead to a better understanding of the processes that drive employment relationships.
Thus, the purpose of the three studies reported herein is to draw from research and theory
on intimate relationships to expand our knowledge of how employment relationships are
formed, maintained, and dissolved.
In so doing, I address pertinent and unyielding issues facing nearly every
organization today – attracting, recruiting, and retaining key employees. For instance,
Right Management estimates that over 83% of employees are planning to look for a job
in 2014 and replacement costs alone are expected to reach as high as 50-60 % of an
employee’s annual salary (Allen, Bryant, & Vardaman, 2010). However, retaining just
one knowledge worker can save over $100,000 in lost time, productivity, relationships,
and know-how (Deloitte, 2009). Even after employees quit, organizations can benefit
from maintaining relationships with ex-employees through future hiring (e.g., it costs half
as much to rehire an ex-employee as it does to hire someone new; Sertoglu &
Berkowitch, 2002), customer loyalty (i.e, ex-employees may continue to purchase the
company’s products or services, Kulik, Pepper, Shapiro & Cregan, 2012), and
overlapping social networks (e.g., ex-employees can influence opinions about the
company by affecting those in their network).
Despite over 1,500 research articles written on employee turnover and a recent
uptick in scholarship investigating why employees stay (e.g., Allen, 2006; Allen, Shore,
& Griffeth, 2003; Mitchell & Lee, 2001; Zatzick & Iverson, 2006), there is much to be
explained when it comes to employment relationships. Organizations often struggle to
attract qualified candidates, and retaining the best employees continues to be the foremost
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issue facing HR executives today (SHRM Workplace Forecast, 2013). Within the field of
employee withdrawal, turnover intentions explain relatively modest levels of variation in
voluntary turnover, despite being its best predictor and most proximal antecedent.
Furthermore, there is disagreement on how to manage relationships even in the
earliest stages of employment. For example, a recent meta-analysis by Earnest, Allen, and
Landis (2011) reported a relatively weak association between realistic job previews
(RJPs) and voluntary turnover (r = -.07). While research has generally demonstrated that
such recruitment efforts can be advantageous, more recent work has shown that
antecedents typically thought of as beneficial for organizations reach inflection points
after which their associations with desired consequents cease to be linear and positive
(Pierce & Aguinis, 2013). Additionally, managers often mishandle later stages of the
employment relationship, such as exit conversations and transitioning to a quality postdissolution relationship. However, management scholarship on the efficacy of
disengagement strategies remains sparse, with a few rare exceptions (e.g., Kulik, 2012).
While literature on intimate and employment relationships varies in function and
form, the two fields share similar theoretical underpinnings. For instance, Rusbult’s
(1980, 1983) investment model, found in a myriad organizational studies, is one of the
most influential theoretical frameworks in the area of close relationships. It suggests that
individuals become dependent (i.e., they need or rely) on relationships via three
generative mechanisms: satisfaction (i.e., extent to which the relationship yields desirable
outcomes), alternatives (i.e., having fewer alternative partners), and investment (i.e.,
investment of many resources in the relationship). With an increase in dependence comes
a sense of commitment to the partner and the relationship also known as a “sense of
!
3

allegiance that is established to the source of one’s dependence,” (Rusbult, Coolsen,
Kirchner, & Clarke, 2006, p. 624). Relationship commitment is present when an
exchange partner believes that an ongoing relationship is so important as to warrant
maximum efforts at maintaining it (Morgan & Hunt, 1994).
Aspects of the investment model and more generally its progenitor,
interdependence theory (Kelley & Thibaut, 1978; Thibaut & Kelley, 1959), can be seen
in many areas across management disciplines. For example, job satisfaction, alternatives,
and sacrifice are essential components of predominant models of turnover such as Lee
and Mitchell’s (1991, 1994) unfolding model of turnover and Mitchell and Lee’s (2001)
job embeddedness model.
While there is disagreement about the number and types of stages surrounding the
dissolution of intimate relationships, extant research supports the unfolding model of
turnover’s (Lee & Mitchell, 1991, 1994) contention that dissatisfaction, shocks, or both
are essential initiating conditions. For instance, Baxter’s (1984) relationship dissolution
model – a leading archetype used to explain advanced stages of romantic relationships –
begins with incrementalism (i.e., dissatisfaction) and/or a critical incident (i.e., shock),
followed by a decision to exit. Direct or indirect bids (explicit statements or signals of a
desire to exit) are then made to end the relationship which can lead to one of several
pathways involving pseudo-de-escalation, negotiation, cost escalation, fading away and
ultimately continuing or terminating the relationship.
In a review of the literature on intimate personal relationships, I also found
parallels between many of the variables and concepts explored in both streams of
literature. For example, social exclusion, anxiety, empathy, readiness for change, envy,
!
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burnout, perceptions of justice, psychological uncertainty, change history, trust, wellbeing, socialization, satisfaction, commitment, availability of alternatives, compromise,
and reciprocity are just a few topics that have been examined in literature on employment
and close personal relationships. While their designations may differ, their constituent
parts are often the same. However, there are also many important differences in the
breadth and scope of these examinations such as concepts that have been pursued in
literature on intimate relationships but remain untouched in organizational scholarship.
These contrasts intimate potential avenues to extend current knowledge of employment
relationships by examining understudied areas in management literature and integrating
theory and research from both areas to explicate why employees come, stay, and go.
I pursue these avenues and make a unique contribution to management
scholarship by addressing the following three vital topics that have not yet been
examined in the context of organizations: (1) The role of positive illusions in the
formation, maintenance, and dissolution of employment relationships; (2) the way in
which employees approach exit conversations, their effect on post-dissolution
relationship quality, and opportunities for management intervention; and (3) the effect of
perspective taking on informal workplace social networks and job embeddedness. These
studies draw from research and theory on intimate relationships to address key issues
facing organizations with a multi-method approach including conceptual, qualitative, and
quantitative examinations.
In study 1, I offer a conceptual look at the role of positive illusions – constructed,
story-like narratives and cognitive representations meant to diffuse feelings of uncertainty
and dampen doubts regarding oneself, a relationships, or a situation (Rusbult, 2001;
!
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Taylor, 1983) – in employment relationships. In addition to being the strongest predictor
of romantic relationship dissolution (Le, Dove, Agnew, Korn, & Mutso, 2010), positive
illusions have been used to explicate how individuals respond to particularly jarring
events, such as being diagnosed with a life-threatening illness. For example, Taylor’s
(1983) work on cognitive adaptation theory demonstrates that individuals respond to
threatening events (e.g., being diagnosed with cancer) by going through an adjustment
process that includes three steps: (a) searching for meaning, (b) regaining mastery or
control over the event, and (c) restoring self-esteem. The extent to which one successfully
resolves these three themes rests fundamentally upon the ability to form and maintain
positive illusions (Taylor & Brown, 1994). In romantic relationships, Murray, Holmes,
and Griffen (2003) demonstrated that individuals tend to find redeeming features in a
partner’s weaknesses, constructing "yes, but…" refutations that minimize faults, and link
virtues to faults within integrated, more general mental models. Such evaluative
integration in thinking (i.e., positive illusions) predicted greater satisfaction and
subsequently more stability in relationships.
I integrate this work with Lee and Mitchell’s unfolding model of turnover to
explain why some employees remain with their organizations despite facing
organizational shocks, dissatisfaction, and the availability of quality alternatives. That is,
positive illusions or upwardly biased perceptions of an employment relationship
demonstrated by embellishing positive attributes and minimizing or dismissing negative
characteristics, promote dependence on and commitment to the relationship that allows
for fluctuations in satisfaction without necessarily threatening the stability of the
relationship.
!
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I further argue that positive illusions serve an important role early on in the
relationship, offering a sense of security by allowing individuals to reach some cognitive
resolution between hopes and doubts about their job and employer. For instance, thinking
that an employer would be unsuitable to work for in the long-term would be of little
comfort, so to avoid cognitive dissonance, individuals weave an elaborate fiction to
assure themselves that they have made a good choice in selection. As partners get to
know one another, more opportunity arises for conflict such as the news of impending
layoffs. At this point, however, barriers to dissolution will be high because partners have
already invested a great deal into the relationship. Therefore, an employee will be more
likely to “weather the storm” by remaining with an employer until it becomes clear that
their relationship will be involuntarily terminated.
The propositions offered in this manuscript have important theoretical
implications for (a) the role of realism during recruitment, (b) the socialization and
retention of newcomers in organizations, (c) dealing with potentially threatening
organizational change, (d) how individuals respond to shocks as conceptualized in the
unfolding model of turnover, and (e) managing post-dissolution aspects of employment.
By addressing these issues, I am able to offer insights that will allow scholars and
practitioners to take a more proactive approach to managing employment relationships.
In study two, I examine qualitatively the process by which employees approach
exit-conversations, the role these conversations play in negotiating the state of the
relationship, and how they might serve to promote a quality post-exit relationship when
voluntary turnover cannot be avoided. Exit conversations are discrete discussions
between a departing employee and organizational representative. Extant research has
!
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demonstrated that managers’ treatment of employees during this critical point can have a
significant impact on his or her feelings about the company (Greenberg, 1993). However,
research in this area remains scant and thus little is known about how partners
communicate when attempting to end a relationship or how to manage the disengagement
process.
Fortunately, research on the dissolution of romantic relationships has directly
addressed the issue of partner communication during relationship disengagement. For
example, Baxter’s (1982, 1984) model of relationship dissolution found that individuals
make the following two types of bids when attempting to end a relationship: (1) Indirect
bids included withdrawal, avoidance-based behavior in which the disengager reduces the
frequency and/or intimacy of contact; pseudo-de-escalation, a false declaration to the
other party of a desire to reduce contact without explicitly stating a true desire to exit
altogether; and cost escalation, behavior aimed at increasing relational costs such as
being an “asshole,” and (2) direct bids which include ‘Fait Accompli’ (i.e., explicitly
declaring an end to the relationship with no opportunity for discussion or compromise),
and a ‘State-of-the-Relationship Talk’ (characterized by an explicit statement of
dissatisfaction and a desire to exit, allowing for bilateral discussion of the relationship’s
problems).
Although the majority of disengagers initially utilize indirect bids, other work has
found that the choice of disengagement strategy is influenced by a number of factors
including the reason for breakup. For example, indirect (i.e., avoidance/withdrawal)
strategies are more likely to be used in response to problems with the relationship (e.g.,
infidelity), whereas direct strategies are likely to be used when the cause of
!
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dissatisfaction can be attributed to external sources (e.g., relocating for graduate school)
or if there is a desire to maintain contact (Zimmerman, 2009).
I integrate this research with the unfolding model of turnover, suggesting that an
individual’s motivation for leaving the relationship, as identified in the unfolding model,
will predict his or her choice of disengagement strategy. Further, I contend that
identifying more subtle, indirect bids to exit can help managers to begin a repair process
that can mend the relationship without any lasting damage. Overall, my hope is that this
work will aid practitioners and academicians in their efforts to reduce voluntary turnover
and promote quality post-dissolution relationships.
In study three, I examine the effect of perspective taking on job embeddedness
and the mediating role of informal workplace social networks using network data from a
large bank in the mid-south region of the United States. Perspective taking, a key
determinant of empathetic concern, has been shown to abate stereotyping, prejudice, and
social aggression, while improving social bonds (Galinsky, Ku, & Wang, 2005; Galinsky
& Moskowitz, 2000; Venkataramani, Labianca, & Grosser, 2013). The concept is critical
to modern organizations where work is increasingly accomplished through informal
workplace ties rather than formal channels delineated by organizational charts (Parker &
Axtel, 2001). However, despite its increasing relevance, little scholarship has been
dedicated to perspective taking within organizations and, to my knowledge, no research
has examined the effect of perspective taking on informal workplace social networks.
Understanding frameworks different from your own, or seeing things from the
perspective of others, is fundamental to collaborative working (Parker & Axtell, 2001). A
common benefit to being high in perspective is that it typically corresponds with being
!
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more empathetic and understanding of others. These individuals tend to identify with
others’ experiences (Egan, 1990), feeling concern about their shortcomings (e.g., Davis,
1983), and generally responding with acceptance. Given that the need to belong has long
been shown to be the most important motivator of human behavior once physiological
needs for safety and nourishment have been met (Baumeister & Leary, 1995; Maslow,
1968), it is likely that individuals will seek to establish and maintain ties with those who
are high in perspective taking.
This study draws heavily from the job embeddedness model, which suggests that
high levels of perceived links (i.e., social ties), fit (i.e., perceived compatibility), and
sacrifice (i.e., material, psychological, and social costs of leaving) inhibit employees from
leaving the organization. I argue that employees who are higher in perspective taking are
likely to hold more central roles in positive networks and less central roles in negative
networks. In turn, they are expected to feel higher levels of attachment to and
embeddedness within the organization. Because women often find themselves walking a
“tightrope” between being too communal (i.e., feminine) and too agentic (masculine) to
abide by demand characteristics at work (Heilman & Okimoto, 2007), I also argue that
perspective taking – a stereotypically feminine trait – may differentially affect men and
women. Thus, I expect to find a moderated mediated pathway whereby the interaction of
gender and perspective taking predicts network centrality and indirectly affects job
embeddedness. In addition to being the first to address the role of perspective taking on
informal workplace networks, I add to the relatively sparse research on negative ties in
organizations.
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In sum, the focus of these three studies is on how I can apply research and theory
from literature on intimate relationships to further my understanding of employment
relationships, with particular emphasis on employee withdrawal. Doing so has allowed
me to introduce new concepts into the field of management and examine previous work
in new ways (e.g., extending the unfolding model of turnover). Most importantly, I have
been able to delineate practical and theoretical implications that I hope will help mitigate
the oft-deleterious effects of voluntary turnover.
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Chapter 2: Role of Positive Illusions and Transparency in Employment
Relationships
!
Life is seldom as unendurable as, to judge by the facts, it ought to be.
—Brooks Atkinson
Few events in life are capable of evoking such intense emotions as the termination
of an important relationship. The loss of a significant partner can be one of the most
distressing and traumatic life events that one can face (Bowlby, 1980a; Holmes & Rahe,
1967), but it can also elicit a great deal of satisfaction when one is freed from the
“shackles” of a bad relationship. Not surprisingly, relationships are critical determinants
of happiness and general well-being (Campbell, Converse, & Rodgers, 1976; Freedman,
1978). From an organizational perspective, employment relationships are of particular
interest because of their related psychological, physical, and financial costs. For instance,
the dissolution of an employment relationship can be associated with anxiety, depression,
social disengagement, high blood pressure, and even heart disease (Barling & Kelloway,
1996; Cooper & Marshall, 1976). From a financial perspective, turnover costs per
employee are estimated to be between a few thousand dollars to more than two times an
individual’s annual salary (Hinkin & Tracey, 2000). Moreover, many of the issues
associated with turnover are hidden in indirect costs that are difficult to identify. For
example, estimating the extent to which employees withdraw or engage in deviant work
behavior prior to or instead of quitting may be nearly impossible without close
supervision and easily identifiable deliverables.
One way that organizations attempt to manage employment relationships is
through the use of open and honest communication (e.g., implementing realistic job
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previews to manage employee expectations; socialization tactics to ease newcomer
adjustment; extensive communication plans during periods of intense organizational
change). After all, many psychologists believe that lasting satisfaction occurs when both
parties are aware of one another’s positive and negative characteristics (e.g., Swann, De
La Ronde, & Hixon, 1994). However, it is possible that a curvilinear relationship exists
such that too much transparency can be as deleterious with regard to maintaining the
employment relationship as too little.
Pierce and Aguinis (2013) describe this paradoxical outcome as the too-much-ofa-good-thing effect (TMGT effect), arguing that ordinarily beneficial antecedents reach
inflection points after which their associations with desired outcomes cease to be linear
and positive. In this meta-theoretical account of eight seemingly unrelated bodies of
scholarly work, the authors found that variables such as conscientiousness, job
enrichment, and experience (often believed to be monotonically and positively related to
desired organizational outcomes) could lead to such negative consequences as waste (i.e.,
no additional benefit), or worse yet, undesirable outcomes such as decreased individual or
organizational performance. The philosophical tenet underlying this phenomenon is that
too much of any good thing is ultimately bad – an adage that has found its way into many
modern day languages and is thought to pervade all aspects of life, from the physical
(e.g., nourishment) to the social (e.g., power and politics).
I argue that the TMGT effect is particularly relevant to the extent that veracity is
incorporated into employment relationships. For instance, a growing body of empirical
research on romantic relationship dissolution suggests that, even in the initial stages of
employment, employees and employers may be likely to embellish one another’s virtues
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and minimize the other’s faults (McNulty, O’Mara, & Karney, 2008; Murray, Holmes, &
Griffin, 1996a). These beliefs, referred to as positive illusions, are critical for partners to
develop a sense of security in the relationship, especially when there is a lack of more
representative experiences (Murray, Holmes, & Griffin, 1996b). Murray et al. (1996b)
have shown that partners with positive illusions about one another have less conflict, are
more satisfied, and hold fewer doubts about the relationship. They are also better
equipped to cope with change, as indicated by a variety of physiological, health-related,
and affective measures (Spacapan & Thompson, 1991; Thompson & Spacapan, 1991; see
Taylor, 1991, for a review). An organization that is truly transparent may temper these
illusions to the point of inhibiting employees from developing the cognitive resources
needed to endure the vicissitudes of time.
Although there is no known research that has examined the effect of positive
illusions on voluntary turnover, several perspectives warrant discussion. March and
Simon’s (1958) theory of organizational equilibrium emphasizes the importance of
balancing organizational and employee inducements and contributions. The authors
suggest that perceived desirability (i.e., job satisfaction) and perceived ease of leaving the
organization (i.e., perceived alternatives) determine an employee’s balance and
independently operate to influence the motivation to exit the organization. While March
and Simon focus on individual differences in ability and biodata (e.g., age, tenure,
gender) as predictors of job satisfaction and perceived alternatives, my focus on positive
illusions goes beyond these more distal predictors of turnover by addressing how and
why employees stay even when they lack the requisite balance outlined in this model.
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The job embeddedness model by Mitchell and colleagues (Holtom, Lee,
Sablynski, & Erez, 2001) also merits attention insofar as positive illusions may promote
embeddedness by modifying employee perceptions of their links (i.e., social ties), fit
(perceived compatibility), and sacrifice (i.e., material, psychological, and social costs of
leaving). The job embeddedness model states that employees perceiving high levels of
perceived links, fit, and sacrifice will have greater difficulty in leaving their jobs. I
contend that positive illusions are likely to affect these perceptions. However, as I will
show in the following sections, literature on romantic relationships suggests that the
effect of positive illusions on the employment relationship is not limited to these
mediated pathways. In other words, I expect positive illusions to pervade all aspects of
the employment relationship and while becoming more embedded may be an ancillary
benefit, the focus of the current study is on the broader implications of positive illusions.
Therefore, although several domains in management literature pertain to my discussion of
positive illusions, my study focuses only on those necessary for the successful integration
of positive illusions into organizational scholarship.
Although there are certainly meaningful differences between research on
employment and romantic relationships – namely that the former is aimed at multiplex
relations with coworkers, managers, and even the organization and the latter is focused
primarily on dyadic interactions – my examination of both literatures has revealed
important conceptual similarities (i.e., social, cognitive, and emotional) that suggest they
represent two subfields within the broader spectrum of relationship dissolution. For
example, socially, the effect of network support on relationship stability is no less
important in romantic relationships than employment (Felmlee, Sprecher, & Bassin,
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1990). Couples are viewed as forming dyadic identities in a way similar to that in which
employees identify with their organization – taking into account social reactions of
significant others and attempting to enhance one’s self-image (e.g., Ashforth & Mael,
1989); cognitively, the motives underlying the decision to end a relationship and the steps
taken toward that goal are nearly identical to those associated with voluntary turnover
(e.g., Baxter, 1984; Lee & Mitchell, 1991; 1994); and emotionally, the termination of an
important romantic relationship can bring about the same type of anxiety and distress that
is found among those weighing quit decisions (Bowlby, 1980a; Cooper & Marshall,
2011).
I argue that utilizing theoretical and practical research from romantic relationships
is necessary to further our understanding of the underlying processes that promote
commitment to and dependence on employment relationships. Although less is known
about how to promote these forms of attachment in organizations, scholars of intimate
relationships have examined this area in depth. Nearly two decades of empirical research
suggest that positive illusions are a primary determinant of attachment and the strongest
predictor of romantic relationship dissolution, explaining variance above and beyond
relationship quality (Le et al., 2010; Murray et al., 1996). Subsequently, partners are
more likely to stay in bad relationships when they are able to embellish one another’s
positive characteristics and minimize or dismiss their negative traits. I attempt to utilize
this work to provide insight into why employees stay in bad employment relationships
despite facing shocks, accumulated dissatisfaction, and quality alternatives.
Due to the analogous nature of these relationship types and because drawing from
other literatures can be advantageous in developing new insights when a lack of
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scholarship exists within our own field of research, I frame the rest of this manuscript
around how positive illusions, the strongest predictor of non-marital romantic
relationship dissolution (Le, Dove, Agnew, Korn, & Mutso, 2010), inform our
understanding of employment relationships. In the following sections, I (a) discuss the
state of research on romantic relationships, (b) identify motives underlying the creation of
positive illusions, and (c) describe how they operate to reduce voluntary turnover.
Finally, I discuss implications for theory and practice.
!

Dissolution of Romantic Relationships
The goal of contemporary research on romantic relationships is to understand the

forces that attract partners to one another and the underlying mechanisms that form longterm stable and satisfying unions. Initially focused on particularly intimate relationships,
this research has since been applied to other areas such as workplace friendships (Sias,
Heath, Perry, Silva, & Fix, 2004) and business-to-business relationships (Alajoutsijärvi,
Möller, & Tähtinen, 2000). Although disagreement exists about the number and types of
stages surrounding dissolution, extant research seems to agree with the unfolding model
of turnover’s (Lee & Mitchell, 1991; 1994) contention that dissatisfaction, shocks, or
both are essential initiating conditions. For instance, Baxter’s (1984) relationship
dissolution model begins with incrementalism (i.e., dissatisfaction) and/or a critical
incident (i.e., shock), followed by a decision to exit. Direct or indirect bids (explicit
statements or signals of a desire to exit) are then made to end the relationship which can
lead to one of several pathways involving pseudo-de-escalation, negotiation, cost
escalation, fading away and ultimately continuing or terminating the relationship.
Interestingly, Baxter found that participants used direct bids only 24% of the time and
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66% of these were accepted by the partner without an attempt to negotiate. McMahan and
Duck (2011) build upon this research by emphasizing aspects of post-dissolution, such as
breaking the news to one’s social network, tidying up memories, and recreating a sense of
value.
Much like the unfolding model, this research emphasized the importance of how
people exit relationships and helped clarify mixed findings regarding the role of
satisfaction and it’s relatively modest link to relationship dissolution (cf. Griffeth, Hom,
& Gaertner, 2000). That is, a highly satisfied individual learning of a partner’s infidelity
may choose to suddenly end the relationship just as a satisfied employee may leave
abruptly if asked to do something that violates his or her moral values (i.e., image
violation). On the other hand, many unhappy couples choose to stay together just as
dissatisfied employees with attractive alternatives remain loyal to their organization, even
in the face of shocks. Scholarship on romantic relationships has identified this
phenomenon as the unjustified persistence problem. Schoebi, Karney, and Bradbury
(2012) argue that relationships that endure when one or both parties are dissatisfied do so,
in part, because of commitment to and dependence on the relationship. They argue that
commitment is “rooted in experiences and judgments that extend beyond mere
satisfaction” (pg. 730). Therefore, brief fluctuations in satisfaction can occur without
necessarily threatening the stability of the relationship.
Although affective and non-affective dimensions of commitment have been
explored in depth with regard to employment relationships (For a review see Klein,
Molloy, & Brinsfield, 2012), the conditions necessary for commitment to be nurtured are
not entirely clear. My aim here is to draw from theory and research on romantic
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relationship dissolution to inform our understanding of the maintenance and dissolution
of employment relationships. More specifically, I explore and offer testable propositions
about the role of positive illusions in understanding employment relationships. These
propositions have important theoretical implications for (a) the role of realism during
recruitment, (b) the socialization and retention of newcomers in organizations, (c) dealing
with potentially threatening organizational change, (d) how individuals respond to shocks
as conceptualized in the unfolding model of turnover, and (e) managing post-dissolution
aspects of employment. By addressing these issues, I hope to offer insights that will allow
scholars and practitioners to take a more proactive approach to maintaining employment
relationships.
Positive Illusions and the Dissolution of Employment Relationships
Positive illusions, a term coined by Taylor (1983), evolved to capture the
phenomenon of positively distorted beliefs emerging in the face of ambiguity or threat.
They are constructed, story-like narratives and cognitive representations meant to diffuse
feelings of uncertainty and dampen doubts regarding oneself, a relationship, or a situation
(Rusbult, 2001; Taylor, 1983). As such, I propose that they may play a critical role in
preventing the dissolution of employment relationships, especially among those
experiencing shocks – particularly jarring events, enacting intrapsychic analyses involved
in quitting (Lee & Mitchell, 1991). These can include experiences such as entering and
being socialized into a new organization or, more broadly, going through a threatening
organizational event such as a merger or acquisition. Positive illusions occur when
individuals’ ratings on specific features are more positive than those that reflect a more
objective perspective (Murray, Holmes, Dolderman, & Griffin, 2000; Taylor & Brown,
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1988). These ratings can be provided by friends and strangers (Murray et al., 2000) or
even by a partner (Murray et al., 1996b). In the context of employment, I define positive
illusions as upwardly biased perceptions of an employment relationship demonstrated by
embellishing positive attributes and minimizing or dismissing negative characteristics of
an employer or employee.
Early research in this area assumed that normal mental functioning meant that one
would have an accurate perception of the world. As Lazarus (1998) stated: “to be
sophisticated [meant] accepting accurate reality testing as the hallmark of mental
health…Everyone knew that self-deception was tantamount to mental disorder” (p. 1).
However, work in the areas of cognitive adaptation and romantic relationships has found
positive illusions to be a widespread phenomenon intended to promote relational stability,
particularly in response to a shock (e.g., Murray, Holmes, & Griffin, 2003; Taylor, 1983;
Taylor, Kemeny, Reed, Bower, & Gruenewald, 2000). That is not to say that positive
illusions require one to deny reality or lack understanding of a partner. Nor does it require
one to be predisposed to positive affect or have a proclivity for avoidance coping (e.g.,
situational factors can explain 100% of the variance in the degree to which people
demonstrate positive illusions; Taylor & Armor, 1996). In fact, Murray et al. (2003)
found the correlation between positive illusions and an idiographic measure of
understanding to be near zero.
Instead, individuals tend to distort their cognitions and beliefs about reality by
mentally linking a partner's less desirable traits to more important virtues, without
necessarily denying or masking them. For instance, Murray et al. (2003) demonstrated
that individuals tend to find redeeming features in a partner’s weaknesses, constructing
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"yes, but…" refutations that minimize faults, and link virtues to faults within integrated,
more general mental models. Such evaluative integration in thinking (i.e., finding good in
the bad) predicted greater satisfaction and subsequently more stability in relationships.
Positive illusions thus seem to involve the type of forgiving acceptance of a partner's
faults that is advocated by more recent, and effective therapeutic treatments for marital
distress (Jacobson, Christensen, Prince, Cordova, & Eldridge, 2000). Moreover, metaanalytic evidence has shown that antecedents which are typically considered to be
proximal antecedents of organizational turnover, such as availability of alternatives and
trust, are relatively weak predictors of romantic relationship dissolution when compared
to the effect of positive illusions (alternatives, r = .57; trust, r = -.57; positive illusions, r
= -.85; Le et al., 2010).
Motives Underlying Positive Illusions
!
The question then arises, what motivates a person to construct such idealized
beliefs that necessarily modify his or her perception of reality? Murray et al. (1996b)
argue that, early on in the relationship, positive illusions maintain a sense of security by
allowing individuals to reach some cognitive resolution between hopes and doubts about
one another. For instance, thinking that an employer would be unsuitable to work for in
the long-term would be of little comfort, so to avoid cognitive dissonance, individuals
weave an elaborate fiction to assure themselves that they have made a good choice in
selection. As partners get to know one another, more opportunity arises for conflict such
as the news of impending layoffs. At this point, however, barriers to dissolution will be
high because partners have already invested a great deal into the relationship. Therefore,
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an employee will be more likely to “weather the storm” by remaining with an employer
until it becomes clear that the relationship will be involuntarily terminated.
Grounded in interdependence theory (Kelley & Thibaut, 1978; Thibaut & Kelley,
1959), this research suggests that partners become dependent upon one another to the
extent that valuable resources are invested into the relationship. With an increase in
dependence comes a sense of commitment to the partner and the relationship also known
as a “sense of allegiance that is established to the source of one’s dependence,” (Rusbult,
Coolsen, Kirchner, & Clarke, 2006; p. 624). Subsequently, committed exchange partners
believe that an ongoing relationship is so important as to warrant maximum efforts at
maintaining it (Morgan & Hunt, 1994). Rusbult and Farrell (1983) characterize these
efforts as two types of investment: (1) direct (extrinsic) contributions to the relationship
such as emotional energy, time, and money; and (2) indirect (intrinsic) resulting from the
relationship such as becoming entrenched in one another’s social network. Together, they
act to promote resilience by repairing relationships that have undergone difficult
challenges and preventing them from deteriorating (Dindia & Baxter, 1987). The use of
these behaviors is said to be an indicator of relationship quality (Canary & Stafford,
1992), and individuals that fail to engage in them are likely to de-escalate or terminate
their relationships (Guerrero, Eloy, & Wabnik, 1993).
Moreover, this mutual dependency - motivated by the need to establish and
maintain a sense of security - grows exponentially over time. After all, there are few
other contexts in which the possibility of rejection is more self-threatening and the
possibility of acceptance more self-affirming than when one has invested heavily into a
relationship. Given this vulnerability, the idealization process is heavily dependent upon
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one’s level of investment and feelings of attachment at the time of shock. That is,
employees will be more inclined to develop positive illusions when they have much to
lose. Further, Murray, Holmes, and Griffin (2000) found that people will risk feeling
attached only when the possibility of rejection is perceived to be minimal. Therefore,
when commitment is expected to be reciprocated, partners will be more willing to invest
in the relationship creating a positive feedback loop. Without positive illusions, it is
possible that many relationships would fail to endure for a long enough period for these
investments to be made and for commitment to be nurtured. Therefore, positive illusions
may be a necessary component serving to prevent voluntary turnover early on in the
relationship when the risk of organizational turnover is often at its highest (Farber, 1994;
Griffeth & Hom, 2001).
Proposition 1. Positive illusions are motivated by a need to establish and maintain
a sense of felt security in employment relationships, subsequently creating mutual
dependence that increases concurrently with investment of valued resources that are
inextricably linked to the relationship.
Formation of Positive Illusions in Response to Shocks
!
Although this research has contributed greatly to the understanding of why
positive illusions come about early on in the relationship, it falls short in explaining the
complexity of how positive illusions are formed in response to shocks. However,
Taylor’s work (1983) on cognitive adaptation theory (CAT) addresses this shortcoming.
According to CAT, successful adaptation to a shock is preceded by a series of efforts
colored by mildly positive cognitive distortions. Specifically, it suggests that a
threatening event such as the announcement of a merger or acquisition would trigger an
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adjustment process in which employees (a) search for meaning, (b) attempt to regain
mastery or control over the event, and (c) restore self-esteem. The extent to which one
successfully resolves these three themes rests fundamentally upon the ability to form and
maintain positive illusions (Taylor & Brown, 1994).
Search for meaning. The search for meaning refers to an individual’s attempt to
formulate an understanding of why he or she is facing a shock. One of the ways that
meaning is formulated is through causal associations. Following an ambiguous or
threatening event, people will make attributions to understand, predict, and control their
environment (Wong & Weiner, 1981; Heider, 1958). For example, Murray et al. (2003)
found that individuals were unrealistically optimistic in their search for meaning, shaping
their cognitions and beliefs about a partner in such a way that made them feel secure,
safe, and certain in their romantic commitments. By forming such an understanding of
why something has occurred, an individual can begin to realize the significance of the
event and what it symbolizes in a person’s life (Taylor, 1983). Positive illusions act as the
“rose-colored” glasses through which one finds solace in an otherwise undesirable
situation. That is, they inform the meaning that one derives from a situation such that
perceptions are upwardly biased (i.e., unrealistically optimistic).
In studies of depressive cognitions, several investigators have shown that,
compared to depressives, non-clinical participants tend to inflate others’ views of
themselves (Lewinsohn, Mischel, Chaplin, & Barton, 1980), believe that they can control
objectively uncontrollable outcomes (Alloy, Abramson, & Viscusi, 1981), and
underestimate negative feedback (DeMonbreun & Craighead, 1977). More generally,
non-depressives tend to believe that the present is an improvement from the past and the
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future will be even brighter (Brickman, Coates, & Janoff-Bulman, 1978). This tendency
to view things as more positively than objectivity permits enhances behavioral
persistence and increases self-efficacy (Greenwald, 1980; Taylor, 1983). It is particularly
important from an organizational change perspective insofar as the meaning that one
derives from a situation has been found to determine an individual’s subsequent reactions
such as emotions (Kiefer, 2005), coping (Scheck & Kinicki, 2000), and voluntary
turnover (Fugate, Prussia, & Kinicki, 2012).
Proposition 4. Positive illusions help maintain employment relationships in the
face of shocks by promoting unrealistic optimism when searching for meaning in
response to the shock.
Attempt to regain mastery. A sudden threatening event can easily undermine a
person’s sense of control over his or her job and life generally. Accordingly, a second
theme of the adjustment process is for employees to attempt to regain control over the
event, to manage it, and to prevent it from happening again. For some that might be a
change in perspective, saving money, redoubling efforts at work, or seeking a job with a
more stable organization. How one attempts to regain mastery is, in great part, a function
of the way in which one interprets the event.
In Taylor’s (1983) study, many of the participants’ efforts at control were
cognitive. A common illusion was that maintaining a positive attitude would keep
negative events or situations from reoccurring. This positivity can be characterized as
being cheerful, polite, avoiding criticism, and generally being affable. It is particularly
pertinent to voluntary turnover insofar as it has been shown to promote commitment
through a social norm of reciprocity or the expectation that people will respond in similar
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ways (Bakker & Schaufeli, 2008). This creates investment in the relationship through a
positive feedback loop in which one positive action is reciprocated with another. On the
other hand, negative actions such as criticism are expected to reduce investment by
counteracting these positive actions. In this case, positive illusions act as a protective
response to threatening information so as to avoid negative emotions and encourage the
other party to respond in kind. Without them, it is likely that individual’s would engage
in less successful strategies of adapting and ultimately attempt to withdraw from the
situation. Further, the belief that one can control one’s destiny is strongly associated with
overall positive adjustment (Taylor, 1983).
Proposition 5. Employees facing shocks attempt to control situations even when
they are objectively not in one’s control. These illusions of control are positively related
with positive adjustment to shocks and behavioral persistence and negatively related to
employee turnover.
Self-enhancement. The third theme in the adjustment process is one’s effort to
enhance a sense of self and restore self-esteem. Researchers exploring a broad range of
threatening events from going on welfare (Briar, 1966) to the death of one’s child
(Chodoff, Friedman, & Hamburg, 1964) have identified the significant toll that such
shocks can take on individuals. Even when events can be attributed to external forces
beyond an individual’s control, there is often a precipitous drop in self-regard. After
experiencing such a shock, however, individuals often attempt to restore a positive selfimage through cognitive efforts.
Research has shown that individuals tend to make downward comparisons by
examining their situation relative to those worse off than themselves (Festinger, 1954;
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Wills, 1981). Taylor’s (1983) work on cognitive adaptation builds upon this research,
finding also that individuals tend to compare their situation to those who are successfully
coping despite facing ostensibly graver circumstances. By making such downward
comparisons, individuals get to restore self-esteem and have a successful model on which
to plan one’s efforts at adjustment. When a suitable comparison is not available, it is
simply manufactured. For example, an employee facing the prospect of being laid off
might see his or her objectively better off colleagues as in a less desirable situation for
potentially having to go through organizational change and the uncertainty that comes
along with it. Positive illusions are a particularly important aspect of this strategy because
they motivate individuals to seek out or manufacture appropriate comparisons while
ignoring those that might reduce self-esteem (Taylor, 1983).
Proposition 6. Positive illusions promote downward comparisons in the face of
shocks to enhance one’s sense of self, subsequently reducing voluntary turnover.
Post-dissolution and Disconfirmation of Positive Illusions
!
Thus far, I have presented a commonly occurring phenomenon, positive illusions,
and the ways in which they operate to reduce voluntary turnover. However, even good
things come to an end at times and it is possible that positive illusions play an important
role in post-dissolution as well. For example, I have suggested that employees and
employers alike become increasingly dependent on positive illusions as mutual
investments of valued resources increase with the passage of time. Therefore, when faced
with certain turnover due to a positive shock such as acceptance into graduate school or a
negative shock such as mandatory layoffs, those holding the most idealized impressions
of a partner seem to be most at risk from disconfirmation of those beliefs. However,
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considerable research evidence has shown that positive illusions need not lead to
disappointment because both the social world and cognitive-processing mechanisms
impose constraints on the extent to which one formulates idealized beliefs (Taylor, 1983;
Murray et al., 2003; Taylor & Brown, 1988). In fact, Taylor and Brown (1994) found no
evidence that when these beliefs were disconfirmed that people were left worse off for
their overly positive perceptions. Many times, individuals simply changed their story or
shifted causal attribution. Further, people typically distort feedback in a self-serving
manner, often isolating negative information and representing it in as unthreatening a
manner as possible (Taylor & Brown, 1988). Therefore, even when turnover is necessary,
many of the positive illusions that developed up to that point may remain intact.
This research suggests that the role of positive illusions may be more complex
than simply considering the extent to which one develops idealized beliefs. Rather, the
nature of the illusion and the process by which a relationship ends may also play critical
roles in determining subsequent responses. In terms of the former, for example, an
employee with positive illusions regarding the longevity of a relationship may be
particularly distressed if such a long-term orientation was implied. If, on the other hand,
one develops illusions about work tasks as a way of coping with an otherwise undesirable
job, it is expected that the employee would have an easier time shifting his or her
perception such that exiting the organization is seen as a positive event.
With regard to the process by which relationships end, procedural fairness in
restructuring has received significant attention in change management literature (e.g.,
Fugate et al., 2012), with findings indicating that employees will respond more favorably
to shocks if the procedures used in decision making are perceived as unbiased, consistent,
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accurate, correctable, and open to employee input (Leventhal, 1980; Thibaut & Walker,
1975); because some level of transparency is required for a process to be deemed as
procedurally fair, a complete lack of transparency leading up to the shock is expected to
evoke more negative responses. Thus, to the extent that turnover decisions are seen as
procedurally fair, employers and employees may be able to maintain positive illusions
long after the relationship ends. These aspects of post-dissolution can be critical to wellbeing and may predict whether or not the relationship will be rekindled.
Proposition 7. The extent to which disconfirmation of positive illusions leads to
negative outcomes depends on the type of illusion and presence of social feedback and
cognitive mechanisms that act to constrain idealized beliefs.
Proposition 8. Employment decisions that are perceived as procedurally fair can
help maintain positive illusions long after the employment relationship has ended.
Therefore, I consider positive illusions to play a critical role in organizational
entry, adjustment to organizational change, maintenance of employment relationships,
and dissolution of those relationships. Figure 1 summarizes this conceptualization of
positive illusions and reflects their relation to various stages of employment.
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Figure 1: The Effects of Positive Illusions on Relationship Dissolution
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General Discussion
The goal of this chapter is to provide insight into why employment relationships

endure, despite conditions that are traditionally theorized as evoking intrapsychic
analyses involved in quitting. In this section, I underscore the implications of my work
for theory and practice. My first contribution is to introduce positive illusions as a new
and proximal antecedent of voluntary turnover. In so doing, I was able to draw from
literature on romantic relationships, linking it to employment through a broader
relationship dissolution framework. This allowed me to integrate theory underlying the
TMGT effect with the role of transparency as it relates to voluntary turnover. Although
early theorists mostly attended to positive organizational outcomes of transparency, my
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research builds upon Pierce and Aguinis’ (2013) work, indicating an inflection point at
which it is no longer beneficial.
At a certain point, transparency can prevent the development and continuation of
positive illusions. This is particularly important because of the role that positive illusions
play as a stabilizing mechanism early on in the relationship and an aide to employees in
overcoming and adapting to threatening events. Failing to allow positive illusions to
develop may not only inhibit the formation of new relationships but it can negatively
affect the way in which a person perceives shocks, identifies with an organization, and
views his or her self-worth. Therefore, I proposed that allowing certain types of illusions
to develop, and perhaps even promoting them, can be advantageous to organizations in
terms of reducing voluntary turnover and minimizing the potentially deleterious effects of
change.
Second, and related to my last point, I analyzed motives underlying the formation
of positive illusions. Scholarship on relationship dissolution suggests that positive
illusions encourage investment in the relationship that ultimately creates interdependence
between employee and employer (Kelley & Thibaut, 1978; Thibaut & Kelley, 1959).
Although interdependence theory has been used to explain the impact of rewards, costs,
alternatives, and investments on turnover (cf. Rusbult & Farrell, 1983), I took a different
approach by analyzing how positive illusions encourage investment and cultivate
dependency on and commitment to the relationship.
Doing so required me to reframe the way in which I think about the unfolding
process to incorporate the impact of positive illusions on employee withdrawal. Thus, my
third contribution is to explain why employees stay in bad employment relationships
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despite possessing many or all of the characteristics used to describe leavers in the
unfolding model. Specifically, positive illusions helped me to explain why many
employees facing shocks remain with the organization even when opportunities abound
and dissatisfaction is high. Therefore, I argued that employees remain loyal because they
perceive the situation or relationship with the organization as better than objectively
possible and believe that the future holds even greater promise.
Fourth, I discuss how positive illusions are formed using Taylor’s (1983)
cognitive adaptation theory. CAT has received little attention in the voluntary turnover
literature, but as I have seen it has proven useful in explicating the ways in which positive
illusions form to promote successful adaptation. That is, after experiencing a shock,
Taylor (1983) found that individuals search for meaning, attempt to regain mastery, and
restore self-esteem. Positive illusions promote a search for meaning that is most likely to
lead to a positive outlook; they improve one’s sense of control over a situation and
subsequently increase efforts at control; and they enhance one’s perceptions of selfworth.
Implications for Management Theory
!
Applicant Stage of Employment
!
One primary way in which I expect positive illusions to contribute to theory
relates to the applicant stage of employment and the use of realistic job previews (RJPs).
RJPs are intended to provide applicants with realistic and balanced information about a
job (Barber, 1998; Breaugh & Starke, 2000; Phillips, 1998) through the use of programs,
materials, and/or presentations (Earnest, Allen, & Landis, 2011). Largely grounded in
signaling theory, prior research has shown that job seekers facing incomplete information
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will use any available information as signals about the job and organizational attributes
(Rynes, 1991; Spence, 1973). Specifically, RJPs have been shown to act as a signal of
organizational honesty, thereby reducing uncertainty and increasing trust (Earnest, Allen,
& Landis, 2011). However, meta-analyzing data from roughly 17,000 participants across
52 studies, Earnest et al. (2011) found a small relation between voluntary turnover and
RJPs (r=-.07), leading us to question their utility.
It is quite possible that too much transparency can be a bad thing, as indicated by
the too-much-of-a-good-thing effect (Pierce & Aguinis, 2013). This meta-theoretical
explanation suggests that scholarship on RJPs would benefit from the specification of a
nonlinear relation and the precise location of an inflection point. That is, to truly
understand at which point honesty becomes harmful, scholars need to specify the precise
point on the X (organizational honesty) continuum where the X – Y (voluntary turnover)
relation turns asymptotic and negative.
Intuitively, it seems that the consequent of such specification would show that
RJPs would be most suited to situations involving individuals having such strong
illusions (due to a lack of social feedback or cognitive mechanisms intended to constrain
such behavior) that they will bring about significant shock and disorientation when facing
the harsh truths of reality. On the other hand, they may be especially harmful for
employees with a predisposition for negative affect. In this case, applicants will likely
withdraw from such a seemingly negative situation, preventing the employment
relationship from continuing. Unfortunately, there is a paucity of research demonstrating
how to create RJPs that signal organizational honesty, motivate coping mechanisms, and
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allow for self-selection without being so realistic as to shatter newcomer positive
illusions (making it more difficult for enduring bonds to form).
Organizational Entry and Newcomer Socialization
!
Second, positive illusions may play an important role in the way in which we
think about newcomer socialization and voluntary turnover. According to field theory,
behavior is determined by the field or life space of a person, including the individual and
his or her psychological environment. When individuals enter a new organization, they
attempt to cognitively map out and find structure in the new field (Lewin, 1951).
Socialization tactics help to shape this process by influencing proximal antecedents of
turnover such as job satisfaction, organizational commitment, and met expectations
(Ashforth & Saks, 1996; Bauer, Morrison, & Callister, 1998; Cable & Judge, 1996; Saks
& Ashforth, 1997). However, inadequate socialization tactics are a primary driver of
withdrawal (Feldman, 1988; Fisher, 1986). Therefore, it may be beneficial to consider the
types of socialization tactics used (e.g., collective, formal, sequential, fixed, serial, and
investiture) and how they might promote or inhibit the development of positive illusions.
Incorporating interdependence and field theories would suggest that socialization tactics
which allow employees and employers to develop their own understanding of seemingly
negative characteristics of one another may lead to idealized beliefs and a willingness to
invest valued resources into the relationship. Subsequently, partners become more
dependent upon and committed to each other, increasing barriers to exit and creating a
virtuous circle between dependency and positive illusions.
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Adapting to Organizational Change
!
Third, my research indicates that positive illusions may be a useful resource in
overcoming and adapting to organizational change. Although change paradigms have
generally taken a macro-systems approach (Judge, Thoreson, Pucik, & Welbourne,
1999), there is a growing body of research emphasizing the efficacy of individual
reactions to change (e.g., Rafferty & Restubog, 2010; Wanberg & Banas, 2000; Wanous,
Reichers, & Austin, 2000). My research adds to and extends this literature by identifying
the role that positive illusions play in change management and how transparency can
inhibit desired organizational outcomes. For instance, drawing from social information
processing theory (Salancik & Pfeffer, 1978), Rafferty and Restubog (2010) argued that
formal and informal change communication can be used to influence situational meaning
and subsequently predict affective commitment to change. Similarly, Fugate et al. (2012)
argue that communication can reduce appraisals of threat among employees dealing with
organizational change. Integrating CAT into this research would indicate that
organizational communication involving overly negative information is likely to reduce
optimism, perceptions of control, behavioral persistence, feelings of self-worth, and
identification with the organization. Therefore, more work is needed to identify when
certain types of information are beneficial and how organizations can use change
communication to promote positive illusions.
Shocks and the Unfolding Model of Turnover
!
Fourth, the unfolding model of turnover (Lee & Mitchell, 1991; 1994) has
significantly contributed to scholarship on voluntary turnover by moving beyond the
traditional dissatisfaction-driven pathway and incorporating the role of shocks. I build
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upon this research by explaining why dissatisfied employees facing shocks will remain
loyal to an organization despite the presence of attractive alternatives. By allowing
individuals to reach some cognitive resolution between hopes and doubts about one
another, positive illusions help to develop and maintain a sense of security in the
relationship. This allows for the development of mutual dependency and commitment
that serve to buffer against shocks. Additionally, CAT indicates that positive illusions
will promote effective coping mechanisms in response to shocks. Thus, incorporating
interdependence and cognitive adaptation theories into the unfolding model will help to
explain greater variance in voluntary turnover.
Exit Conversations
Fifth, positive illusions may be particularly relevant to the way in which
employers and employees approach exit conversations. Fugate et al.'s (2012) work, based
on fairness heuristic theory, suggests that perceptions of procedural fairness determine
subsequent responses such as negative affect. These perceptions may be critical to
maintaining positive illusions long after the relationship has ended. For instance, partners
who have been broken-up with have reported feelings of depression, low self-esteem, and
rumination. On the other hand, those that have initiated a break-up have reported feelings
of cruelty long after the relationship ends (Perilioux & Buss, 2008). Exit conversations,
between an employee and an organizational representative, serve as an early intervention
that can help maintain or, conversely, shatter positive illusions. ‘‘Life continues rather
than ends and even a relationship with an ‘ex’ can continue to be significant’’ (Dragon &
Duck, p. 218).
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Similarly, work on psychological contracts by Rousseau and others (1995;
Morrison & Robinson, 1997; Robinson, Kraatz, & Rousseau, 1994) suggests that
employees and employers form beliefs, based on expressed or implied promises, relating
to the nature of their exchange agreement. When employees feel that the organization has
violated a psychological contract, such as suddenly discontinuing annual raises or failing
to comply with predetermined performance objectives and appraisals, he or she is likely
to respond negatively (e.g., reduced commitment and citizenship behaviors). A poorly
managed exit conversation may not only shatter positive illusions, but also violate
expectations of justice within the relationship. It is thus important to consider the
implications of exit conversations on positive illusions and perceptions of fairness.
!

Implications for Management Research
My reconceptualization of how positive illusions operate on employment

relationships emphasizes the need to articulate more clearly how they may be measured
and analyzed. Traditionally, observations have been looked at from friends and strangers
(Murray et al., 2000) or even partners themselves (Murray et al., 1996b). In a study of
relationship dissolution, Murray et al. (1996b) asked couples to fill out initial and followup questionnaires regarding (a) models of self and other, including measures of selfperceptions and perceptions of individual’s own partners, the typical partner, and the
ideal partner, and (b) relationship well-being (e.g., satisfaction, ambivalence, and
conflict). Positive illusions were considered to exist when actor’s demonstrated
idiosyncratic perceptions (i.e., what they saw in their partners that their partners did not
see in themselves). This residualized measure of illusion was obtained by partialing the
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effect of the partner’s reality out of the actor’s perception (i.e., by controlling for the
actor’s understanding of the partner’s self-image).
In another study of positive illusions about self, Robins and Beer (2001) asked
participants to interact in groups of five in a decision-making task. Participants then
ranked themselves and other group members on the extent to which each of them had
contributed to the overall effectiveness of the group. Ratings were composited across the
four raters in each group and self-enhancement bias was calculated in terms of
overestimation of performance relative to actual peer rankings and overestimation
relative to the perceived peer rankings. Specifically, the self-rankings were regressed on
the peer rankings and the residuals were retained with positive values indicating positive
illusions (over-estimation).
In a longitudinal investigation of the natural history of HIV infection and AIDS,
Taylor and others (Kemeny, Reed, Bower, & Gruenewald, 2000) created a scale to
measure realistic acceptance of terminal illness. This included items such as “I tried to
accept what might happen,” “I prepare myself for the worst,” “I go over in my mind what
I will say or do about this problem, “ and the reverse coded item “I refuse to believe that
this problem has happened to me.” This scale was used in tandem with self-reported
health status, physician reported health status, and responses to items tapping
psychological adjustment, and psychological responses to HIV (items based on Folkman
& Lazarus [1980], Ways of Coping measure). Given that the life expectancy for all
participants was short, responses indicating that one did not accept his or her situation
were said to be an indicator of positive illusions.
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All of these methods indicate the need for some objective referent by which to
compare one’s perceptions against reality. In an organizational setting, this may be
accomplished by measuring employee perceptions of their organization and position and
controlling for factors such as individual performance, ownership status (e.g., companies
held by private equity firms are often more at risk of organizational change), and division
or group stability (e.g., organizational turnover within a constrained population). These
ratings can then be compared to determine if one is embellishing positive attributes of an
organization or job and dismissing negative characteristics.
!

Implications for Management Practice
Based on these ideas, it might seem logical for organizations to withhold

information in certain instances. Managers are naturally hesitant to tell employees that
they may be laid off until it is an absolute certainty and even then it is not uncommon for
this news to be delayed. If someone hearing that he or she may be terminated remains
with the organization, the loss of trust between a manager and that employee may
significantly alter their relationship. Moreover, the physical and emotional stress
associated with hearing such information indicates that full transparency may not always
be the most ethical route for managers to take. Therefore, there may exist an upper bound
at which point open and honest communication will be less effective (i.e., too-much-of-agood-thing-effect; Pierce & Aguinis, 2013). In other words, although I expect honesty to
have relationship-enhancing effects (e.g., a complete lack of transparency may prevent
the relationship from being rekindled), I expect it to reach an inflection point where it is
no longer beneficial and perhaps unethical. When full disclosure is not the best policy,
organizations may do well to insulate employees against ambiguous events through
!
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assurances such as offering some type of reasonable accommodation and assistance. For
example, in 2008 General Electric-Nuclear circumvented some of these issues by
announcing that all employees would receive at least a three-month notice prior to
termination. Assurances such as this enhance confidence in the relationship and the
partner’s long-term orientation.
Second, the notion that positive illusions play an important role in turnover
suggests that actual circumstances may not be as important as the way someone perceives
their situation. For example, research has shown that Americans earning $5 million per
year are about as happy as those earning $100,000. Likewise, people living in moderately
wealthy nations are not much less happy than those living in extremely wealthy nations
(Gilbert, 2007). In academia, professors who are denied tenure are emotionally distraught
upon hearing the news, but within a few years they are about as happy as their tenured
counterparts (Gilbert, Pinel, Wilson, Blumberg, & Wheatley, 1998).
In even greater contrast, a study of lottery winners and accident victims
(Brickman, Coates, & Janoff-Bulman, 1978) found that those suffering from permanent
paralysis derived greater pleasure from everyday activities and also had slightly higher
future expectations of happiness. More recent studies have offered support for these
findings indicating that although lottery winners are happier in the short-term, both
victims of paralysis and their seemingly luckier counterparts return to a baseline level of
happiness within a few months (Lilienfeld, Lynn, Ruscio, & Beyerstein, 2010; Silver,
1982). Thus, to the extent that employers can promote positive illusions, perceptions of
relationship quality may increase and ultimately determine overall commitment to the
relationship.
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Lastly, although turnover scholarship has given less attention to the postdissolution stage, I consider it to be critically important for three reasons. First, it costs
about half as much to rehire an ex-employee and empirical evidence has shown them to
be 40% more productive than a new hire in their first quarter at work (Sertoglu &
Berkowitch, 2002). Second, ex-employees can influence others’ perceptions of the
company that may affect decisions such as whether or not to purchase materials or apply
for a job; this can be especially important in smaller industries with a higher density of
close ties. Third, and related to my last point, employees without non-compete
agreements are likely to stay within the same industry, leaving open the possibility that
they will meet again or be able to share critical information with a new employer
(Johnson & Cathcart, 1979). For these reasons, employers should attempt to optimize
outcomes of employee turnover by demonstrating a decision making process that is being
unbiased, consistent, accurate, correctable, and open to employee input (Leventhal, 1980;
Thibaut & Walker, 1975).
!

Conclusion
I reviewed important antecedents of turnover and furthered our understanding of

the unfolding process by integrating the role of positive illusions with decisions to leave
the organization. I hope that by drawing from theoretical perspectives outside of those
traditionally used in the management literature, I can improve our ability to predict
voluntary turnover and mitigate its deleterious effects. The literature on romantic
relationships has proven to be useful in this endeavor. Finally, focusing more attention on
post-dissolution aspects of an employment relationship may reduce negative affect and
increase the potential for desirable outcomes post voluntary turnover.
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Chapter 3: There Must be 50 Ways to Leave Your Lover: Role of Exit
Conversations in Employment Relationships
!
“Just slip out the back, Jack. Make a new plan, Stan. You don’t need to be coy, Roy. Just
get yourself free.”
–Paul Simon
!
Although research on communication strategies has shown that there are only
about six ways to end a relationship (Baxter, 1982), organizations often struggle to
identify when an employee is attempting to leave and how to respond in such a way that
will reduce voluntary turnover. With over 83% of employees planning to look for jobs in
2014 (Right Management, 2013) and replacement costs reaching as high as 50-60 % of
an employee’s annual salary (Allen, Bryant, & Vardaman, 2010), voluntary turnover is a
timely and persistent problem for organizations. However, retaining just one knowledge
worker can save over $100,000 in lost time, productivity, relationships, and know-how
(Deloitte, 2009). Even after employees quit, organizations can benefit from maintaining
relationships with ex-employees through future hiring (e.g., it costs half as much to rehire
an ex-employee as it does to hire someone new; Sertoglu & Berkowitch, 2002), customer
loyalty (i.e, ex-employees may continue to purchase the company’s products or services,
Kulik, Pepper, Shapiro & Cregan, 2012), and overlapping social networks (e.g., exemployees can influence opinions about the company by affecting those in their
network).
Despite over 1,500 published research articles on employee turnover and a recent
uptick in scholarship investigating why employees stay (e.g., Allen, 2006; Allen, Shore,
& Griffeth, 2003; Mitchell & Lee, 2001; Zatzick & Iverson, 2006), to my knowledge no
extant research has simultaneously investigated the process by which employees
!
56

approach exit-conversations, the protective role these conversations play in negotiating
the state of the relationship and how they might serve to promote a quality post-exit
relationship when voluntary turnover cannot be avoided. Better understanding this
dynamic process is critically important because (1) exit conversations are meant to occur
very early in the exit process (i.e., when management intervention is still an option); and
(2) the reasons people stay are often not the reasons people leave (Steel, Griffeth, &
Hom, 2002). Therefore, retention processes should be studied along with quitting
processes (Maertz & Campion, 1998).
Exit conversations – discrete discussions between a departing employee and
organizational representative – represent an import juncture in the exit process where
managers have the opportunity to learn why an employee is leaving and use this
information to improve working conditions, avoid future turnover, and occasionally
persuade the employee to stay. Research has shown that managers’ treatment of
employees during these critical points can have a significant impact on employees’
subsequent feelings about the company (Greenberg, 1993). For example, Kulik (2012)
found that exit conversations predicted post-exit relationship quality. Therefore, they can
also serve an important role in helping the employee and employer transition into a postexit relationship when turnover cannot be prevented.
Notwithstanding the apparent benefits of exit conversations, they are often
overlooked by managers or performed as a perfunctory duty with little expectation of
valued information. Perhaps more importantly, they typically occur late in the exit
process as formal conversations between a third party and the departing employee. One
primary reason for such an approach is that exit interview research suggests that
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managers may not elicit sincere responses from their employees. For example, a recent
article by Forbes (2012) warns employees about being too honest, citing a general rule
that “if you don’t have anything nice to say, lie.” The argument underlying this
convention is that employees have nothing to gain from being forthright and worse yet,
may face retaliation (Giacalone, Knouse, & Montagliani, 1997). Even when organizations
have an environment conducive to eliciting open feedback from employees, managers
may not optimize the exit conversation.
Although the role of exit conversations during organizational disengagement has
received little attention in the management and communication literatures (Gordon,
2011), research on the dissolution of romantic relationships has directly addressed how
partners communicate when attempting to end a relationship (e.g., Baxter, 1984;
Sprecher, Zimmerman, & Abrahams, 2010). Accepting that the two are qualitatively
different, with the former aimed at dyadic relations, and the latter multiplex relations with
coworkers, managers, and the organization, it is possible that individuals use similar
internal models to approach and deal with the loss of an employment relationship as they
would a romantic relationship.
Moreover, the cognitive, emotional, and social similarities involved in both
relationships warrant further clarification as to the extent that these two are disparate
phenomena, rather than simply two sub-dimensions of a broader relationship construct.
For instance, cognitively, the intrapsychic analyses involved in voluntary turnover
decisions are almost identical to those involved in leaving personal relationships (e.g.,
Baxter, 1984; Lee & Mitchell, 1991, 1994); emotionally, the anxiety, anger, and chronic
depression associated with the loss of an employment relationship (Spera, Buhrfeind, &
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Pennebaker, 1994; Winefield & Tiggeman, 1990) is strikingly similar to what individuals
experience when ending a romantic relationship; and socially, the effect of network
support on relationship stability is no less important in romantic relationships than
employment (Felmlee, Sprecher, & Bassin, 1990). Therefore, research on the dissolution
of romantic relationships may hold promise for explaining phenomena in management
research, particularly at the individual level of analysis.
Drawing from this research, Kulik (2012) examined the process by which exit
conversations influence post-exit relationships. Findings revealed that employee exit
strategies or bids to exit differed depending on the reason for exit and that managerial
responses failed to capitalize on opportunities to nurture post-exit relationships. However,
this focus on post-exit relations fails to consider the important role that exit strategies and
conversations might play in preventing voluntary turnover. For example, if managers can
identify an employee’s exit strategy early on, he or she may be able to intervene and avert
undesired organizational outcomes. More importantly, studying only one part of the exit
process forgoes an understanding of (a) the dynamic process of how an employee’s
reason for leaving may affect his or her choice of exit, and (b) the complex role of
managers in first identifying an employee’s desire to exit and then managing exit
conversations in such a way that he or she is reactively attempting to prevent turnover
while proactively attempting to salvage a quality post-exit relationship if the employee is
unwilling or unable to stay.
I attempt to build on Kulik’s (2012) work and extend our current understanding of
employment relationship dissolution by examining the role of exit conversations in
preventing voluntary turnover as well as how they can be used to facilitate or constrain
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positive post-exit organizational relationships. Specifically, I identify the processes that
employees go through when deciding to exit an employment relationship, how they go
about choosing certain exit strategies, how these strategies inform exit conversations and
their subsequent impact on voluntary turnover and post-exit relations. In this endeavor, I
incorporate Lee and Mitchell’s unfolding model of turnover (1991, 1994) with exit
strategies identified by scholarship on the dissolution of romantic relationships (Baxter,
1982) and analyze negotiation tactics that may influence an employee’s willingness to
stay or leave. My overarching goal is to understand better the role of exit conversations in
voluntary turnover, identify the most common signals that employees transmit prior to
making a decision to exit, and determine how management intervention (via exit
conversations) can repair relationships or at least help maintain quality post-exit relations.
Employment Relationship Dissolution

!
Unfolding Model of Voluntary Turnover
!
Lee and Mitchell’s unfolding model of turnover was introduced to provide an
alternative theory to account for how and why people leave organizations. It is a
processual (hence unfolding) model that outlines the ways in which people may choose to
leave organizations, thereby accounting for different reasons for leaving and identifying
different types of leavers. Diverging from early theorization depicting voluntary turnover
as the result of dissatisfaction (e.g., March & Simon, 1958; Mobley, 1977), the unfolding
model incorporates shocks (i.e., jarring events enacting intrapsychic analyses involved in
quitting), scripts (i.e., pre-existing plan of action for leaving), image violations (occur
when an individual’s values, goals and strategies for goal attainment are incongruent with
those of the organization or those reflected in the shock), job search (i.e., activities
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involved in seeking out and evaluating alternatives), as well as job satisfaction (lower
levels are brought about over time when a person begins to feel that his or her job lacks
the desired emotional, intellectual, or financial benefits). Together, these components
unfold over time accounting for five distinct exit pathways. A description of each
pathway can be found in Table 1.
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In Paths 1, 2, and 3, decision pathways begin with an initial shock. In Path 1
(plan), an employee typically encounters a shock relating to something expected and nonjob-related (e.g., acceptance into graduate school). This leads to the enactment of a script,
or pre-existing plan of behavior, which forgoes search or consideration of job
satisfaction, leading directly to exit. Path 2 (push) is usually brought on by a negative
organizational event that causes an image violation (e.g., after a harsh performance
review the employee decides he or she can no longer work there) and subsequently leads
the employee to reconsider his or her attachment to the organization. After relatively brief
deliberation, the employee leaves without searching for alternatives. Path 3 (pull) is
usually brought on by an unexpected job opportunity, leading the employee to compare
all available opportunities against his or her current situation, ultimately deciding to quit
and pursue other options. In Path 4, lower levels of job satisfaction, rather than a shock,
precipitate exit. Here the employee realizes he or she is dissatisfied and leaves with (Path
4b) or without (Path 4a) searching for alternatives.
The unfolding model of turnover tells us much about the reasons employees leave
and subsequently offers utility in predicting the ways in which employees will approach
exit conversations. For instance, the lack of attachment likely experienced by an
employee leaving in Path 4 might lead to less concern for the employer in his or her
manner of exit. On the other hand, this type of employee shows the greatest promise as
someone who can be identified as “at risk” because it may be difficult to hide his or her
dissatisfaction. Therefore, an astute manager might be able to identify these signals early
on when management intervention might still repair the relationship. While those leaving
for Paths 1-3 may be harder to identify earlier in the exit process, their situations involve
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unique opportunities insofar as they are still attached to the organization and therefore
might be more open to negotiating the state of the relationship. Thus, all four pathways
may offer distinct advantages and disadvantages for managers seeking to reduce
voluntary turnover that warrant further attention.
Relationship Dissolution Strategies
!
Employment relationship dissolution is not a singular event, but a multiplex
process that includes changes in affect, cognition, and behaviors. Subsequently, several
models have been developed that identify the phases people go through when they decide
to leave a relationship (e.g., Baxter, 1984; Duck, 1982; Lee, 1984). The models differ in
the number of stages, but they generally begin with an individual’s awareness of a
problem, followed by direct and/or indirect communication between dyads, and
occasionally discussions with their social network about the increasing dissatisfaction.
Phase models also include a period in which one or both partners eventually realize that
dissolution is inevitable and so he or she will engage in behaviors to terminate the
relationship. Though these models were initially developed to describe particularly
intimate relationships, they have since been applied to employment in research on
voluntary turnover (Kulik, 2012), workplace friendships (Sias & Perry, 2004), and even
buyer-seller relationships (Alajoutsijarvi, Moller, & Tahtinen, 2000).
Although little work has been done to empirically test the phase models, scholars
have conducted studies to test how individuals choose to end their relationships (for a
review, see Zimmerman, 2009). These break-up strategies, defined as any verbal or
nonverbal approach to disengaging from a relationship (Baxter, 1982; Zimmerman,
2009), are likely to be engaged in by the person with greater desire for the relationship to
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end. Therefore, much of the work in this area has been examined from the perspective of
the initiator of the break-up.
Baxter’s research (1982, 1984) provides the most detail about the dyadic stage,
the point at which the disengager communicates his or her interest in exiting to the
partner. Baxter (1982) initially identified 35 disengagement strategies based on accounts
from individuals whom had recently initiated a break-up. In follow-up research, she
provided participants with hypothetical break-up situations and asked people which
strategies they would choose. A factor analysis of the breakup strategies revealed four
factors:
1. Positive tone strategies (e.g., avoiding hurting the partner’s feelings)
2. Openness about the disengagement (e.g., openly expressing desire to break-up)
3. Withdrawal and avoidance strategies (e.g., avoiding contact with a partner)
4. Manipulatory strategies (e.g., asking a third party to break the news)
In a second experiment, with five additional strategies, Baxter (1982) considered
situational variables that might influence the selection of disengagement strategy.
Participants were randomly assigned to one of four breakup conditions and asked to
imagine that they were the one’s initiating the breakup. The scenarios included three
internal causes (shared blame, other was to blame, or self was to blame in the relationship
ending) and one external cause (changing employment opportunities). Internal causes
(i.e., problems within the relationship) were associated with a greater likelihood of
choosing a withdrawal strategy, in comparison to the scenario involving an external
cause.
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Later work by Baxter (1984) clustered exit strategies into indirect and direct bids.
Indirect bids include withdrawal, avoidance-based behavior in which the disengager
reduces the frequency and/or intimacy of contact; pseudo-de-escalation, a false
declaration to the other party of a desire to reduce contact without explicitly stating a true
desire to exit altogether; relational ruse, a form of manipulation including behaviors such
as leaking the impending breakup to a third party; and cost escalation, behavior aimed at
increasing relational costs such as being an “asshole.” Her work found that individuals
showed a distinct preference for indirect bids. In fact, 76% of disengagers opened the exit
process through indirect means. On the other hand, disengagement attempts using
communicative directness were significantly less likely. These direct bids took two
forms: (1) ‘Fait Accompli’ (i.e., explicitly declaring an end to the relationship with no
opportunity for discussion or compromise), and (2) ‘State-of-the-Relationship Talk’
(characterized by an explicit statement of dissatisfaction and a desire to exit, allowing for
bilateral discussion of the relationship’s problems).
Based on this work, Sprecher et al. (2010) gave participants a list of 47 breakup
strategies and asked them to rank each one on the degree to which they perceived them as
a compassionate way to end a relationship. Results indicated that break-up strategies
varied considerably in participant perceptions of compassion and that Baxter’s positive
tone and openness strategies (both direct strategies) were rated as the most
compassionate. Further, the authors found that the reason for break-up (e.g., infidelity)
predicted the choice of exit strategy and, subsequently, the degree of compassion used in
breaking up. Table 2 provides a summary of communication strategies with descriptions
of bid types.
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This research provides two vitally important insights relevant to my discussion of
exit conversations. First, it suggests that the way in which one goes about choosing to end
a relationship (or how they approach exit conversations) may be influenced by a number
of factors, including the reason for breakup (e.g., image violation). Indirect (i.e.,
avoidance/withdrawal) strategies are more likely to be used in response to problems with
the relationship (e.g., poor person-organization fit), whereas direct strategies are likely to
be used when the cause of dissatisfaction can be attributed to external sources (e.g.,
relocating for graduate school) or if there is a desire to maintain contact (Zimmerman,
2009).
Second, it suggests that these strategies differ in how compassionate they are to
the partner being left, with certain types of direct, other-oriented strategies being found to
be very compassionate (Sprecher et al., 2010). Interestingly, indirect approaches – seen as
less compassionate by the person being left behind – are utilized at a significantly higher
rate (Baxter, 1985). Understanding how to identify these subtle attempts to exit and
beginning a repair process can mend the relationship without any lasting damage
(Alajoutsijarvi et al., 2000).
Based on these findings, I expect an employee’s reason for leaving the
employment relationship – as identified in the unfolding model of turnover – to impact
his or her choice of exit strategy. Although evidence suggests that the majority of
employee’s will initially rely on indirect exit bids (Baxter, 1985; Kulik, 2012), I expect
employees leaving for external reasons, such as those outlined in Path 1 (e.g., leaving for
family reasons) to rely first and foremost on direct bids. An employee leaving under these
conditions may feel less at fault and therefore expect a more positive, understanding
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response from his or her manager. In other words, these employees may feel justified in
leaving and as a consequent, expect to avoid reprisal. Thus, I also expect these employees
to have the highest potential for a quality post-exit relationship.
On the other hand, those leaving because of problems in the relationship, such as
those outlined in Paths 2 (e.g., negative organizational shock such as a merger), 3 (e.g.,
an unexpected offer that provides what the current relationship does not), and 4 (i.e,
accumulated dissatisfaction over time) are expected to rely more on indirect bids.
Because employees leaving for Path 3 have not necessarily experienced a negative event
with their organization, they are expected to move to direct bids as soon it is seen as a
viable option (e.g., once an alternative employment option has been identified) and
therefore show greater potential for a post-exit relationship than those leaving along Paths
2 and 4. In a similar vein, employees facing a shock (Path 2), but not accumulated
dissatisfaction (Path 4), are expected to be more committed to the organization, and are
therefore expected to use more compassionate (i.e., direct) exit strategies than those
leaving for Path 4. Although I do expect Path 2 leavers to be less inclined than Path 1 and
3 leavers to form a quality post-exit relationship, these leavers may be more likely to be
open to staying since they have not accumulated dissatisfaction and quality alternatives
may not be readily available. Finally, I expect managers to respond in a more positive
manner when the reason for leaving is external (e.g., Path 1 leavers) and the employee
initiates leaving with a direct bid.
Methods
Sample
In line with extant research on exit conversations (e.g., Kulik, 2012), I recruited
my sample of 42 participants by posting an advertisement on Reddit.com. This included
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an invitation to anyone over the age of 18 who had voluntarily resigned or attempted to
resign from a full time job in the last three months and managers who had convinced
subordinates to stay within the last three months. Only those who attempted to leave
voluntarily were accepted, with the exception of those that were part of a voluntary
redundancy program (and they must have indicated a willingness and intention to remain
in the labor market) and managers who convinced subordinates to stay. Participants
represented diverse functional and technical backgrounds such as Sales, Management,
Operations, and Information Technology and came from industries including Medical,
Education, Construction, Public Service, IT Consulting, and Financial. Positions covered
a wide range of responsibilities such as General Managers, Transportation Security
Officers, Electrical Engineers, Equity Traders, Medical Assistants, Research Assistants,
and Sales Associates. By race, 77.8% identified themselves as Caucasian, 11.1% Latino
or Hispanic, 7.4% Asian, and 3.4% African-American. The average age of participants
was 28.9 and 32.5% were female. Average tenure was 1.8 years with a range from 5
months to 5.5 years. 84% held at least a bachelors degree. Participants received a $20 gift
card upon completion of the interview and survey.
Interview Protocol and Data Collection
Based on work by Kulik (2012) and others (Davis, 1980; Kulik, Treuren &
Bordia, 2012; Sertoglu & Berkowitch, 2002; Somaya & Williamson, 2008), I developed
an interview guide to investigate how employees approached exit conversations, why
they were leaving, what types of signals they provided prior to leaving, negotiations
between the employee and organization, changes in perceptions following exit
conversations, and post-exit relations. The interview guide consisted of the following
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three sections: (1) respondent’s reason for leaving; (2) description of resignation
(including negotiations) and reasons for staying/leaving; and (3) a description of the postexit relationship. In the first section, I included questions developed by Kulik (2012) to
identify which of the paths outlined in the unfolding model best fit the employee’s reason
for leaving. This included items such as “Was there a particular event or incident that
made you want to leave your job? Could you describe that incident?”; “Did you have
another job or opportunity lined up when you resigned?”
In the second section, I asked employees to discuss how they approached
resignation, including questions about bid and counter-bid categories. This section
included items such as “Who did you tell that you were leaving and how?” I also asked
follow-up questions including “Did you provide any warning signs or signals prior to
leaving?”; “Did you discuss your reasons for leaving?”; and “How did your manager(s)
respond? Did they attempt to negotiate or talk you out of leaving? If so, why did you stay
(or leave)?”; “If you stayed, what are the chances you will leave in the next 12 months?”
In the third section, I asked employees about how their perceptions about the
relationship had changed (e.g., “Do you feel satisfied with your decision to stay/leave?”;
“Have your feelings toward your (current/previous) manger/organization changed?”). I
also asked questions from work on post-exit relationships (e.g., Sertoglu & Berkowitch,
2002; Somaya & Williamson, 2008) such as “Would you ever work for that company
again?”; “Would you refer others to work there?”; “Would you send business their
way?”; and “Would you do business with them personally (i.e., as a customer or a
supplier)?” Interviews lasted approximately 45 minutes, by phone.
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Following the interview, each respondent completed a brief survey. This included
a questionnaire that collected demographic information about participant age, tenure,
education, and background information about their employer.
Data Analysis
!
My analysis was guided by previous works such as Plowman et. al. (2007) and
more generally, Eisenhardt’s notion that “it is the connection with empirical reality that
permits the development of a testable, relevant, and valid theory” (1989, p. 532). It is my
hope that my analysis is “empirical enough to be credible and analytical enough to be
interesting” (Van Maanen, 1988, p. 29). Ultimately, I want to tell a story of the major
themes found in how people approach exit conversations and the aftermath of these
attempts to leave. The theme analysis will follow steps described by Miles and Huberman
(1994) and used by Dutton and Dukerich (1991).
Qualitative Data Coding
Once the interviews had been transcribed, two coders engaged in independent
coding. Directed content analysis first required that researchers conduct a deductive
analysis of qualitative data for the purpose of validating a theoretical framework. It is in
this stage that the researchers derive coding categories and search for passages of text that
fit each category. Next, researchers conducted an inductive analysis, which involved
reviewing the coded text for the purpose of identifying subcategories and overarching
patterns.
I utilized two models for my coding scheme: Lee and Mitchell’s (1991) unfolding
model and Baxter’s (1984; 1985) relationship dissolution framework. Each interviewee
was categorized along the unfolding model’s paths. I first noted passages that illustrate
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aspects of the unfolding model (i.e., shocks, image violations, scripts, dissatisfaction, job
opportunities). Next, each interview was classified into different decision paths across
two coders. I jointly reviewed the text and came to a consensus decision (see Kulik,
Treuren, & Bordia, 2012, and Lee, Mitchell, Wise, & Fireman, 1996 for similar
consensus procedures in the context of the unfolding model). I also identified whether the
employee was leaving for internal reasons (problems with the relationship) or external
reasons (e.g., relocating for a spouse).
I then recorded exit bids and managerial responses. Baxter’s taxonomy of direct
(state of the relationship talk, fait accompli) and indirect bids (withdrawal, pseudo-deescalation, cost escalation) was used to mark any bids that were recognized. Bids that
were strongly identified by one coder but not the other were only included when
supported with interview text. I then coded managerial response as cost-oriented (threats
or behavior that the exiting employee might see as threatening), reward-oriented
(promises or behaviors that the exiting employee might find as positive), or neutral
(behavior that was deemed to be apathetic or showing a lack of concern). My analysis
revealed 5 types of negotiation tactics that were employed by managers or desired by
employees (i.e., appreciation, compensation, development, resentment, and apathy).
Negotiation tactics were a type of managerial response, but differed insofar as managerial
responses represented general perceptions of managerial behavior in response to an exit
bid and negotiation tactics represented specific strategies meant to influence an
employees decision to stay or leave.
Lastly, I coded interviewee responses to questions about the potential for a quality
post-exit relationship as yes (1) or no (0) answers with supporting text. I then averaged
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responses across the four questions outlined in section three of the interview guide to
obtain an overall post-exit relationship potential score from high (1) to low (0).
Responses that include caveats such as “yes, but” were recorded as .5.
Results
!
My coding results, reported in Table 3 are organized along the four decision
pathways in the unfolding model. Table 3 includes results from all 39 participants who
voluntary left their jobs and one employee who was convinced to stay. The first column
in Table 3 reports the distribution of participants along each of the four pathways. (i.e.,
Path 1a-4b). Column 2 reports post-exit relationship potential, demonstrated by the
aggregate of my four post-exit relationship items (e.g., would you ever work for that
company again?). As predicted, leavers in Path 4 had the weakest potential for a post-exit
relationship (Path 4a, M=.38; Path 4b, M=.40), followed by Path 2 (M=.45), Path 3
(M=.73), and Path 1 (M=.85).
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Column 3 in Table 3 includes the types of bids employees used to leave, coded
based on Baxter’s (1983) taxonomy of relationship disengagement strategies. Bids
include direct, direct-direct, and indirect-direct. A “direct” bid indicates a single,
successful attempt to leave, either through a fait accompli bid or state of the relationship
bid. Unlike the former, state of the relationship bids indicate that the employee is open to
negotiation. Importantly, only 50% (11 of 22) of state of the relationship bids received a
managerial response of reward, suggesting that managers often “leave money on the
table,” failing to take advantage of opportunities to convince employees to stay. “Directdirect” bids indicate multiple direct attempts to leave, and “indirect-direct” indicates
multiple bids, beginning with an indirect bid and ending with a direct bid to leave. As
predicted, leavers along Path 4a and Path 4b relied most frequently on indirect bids, with
82% of leavers along Path 4a and 90% of leavers along Path 4b initiating exit with an
indirect bid. Only 44% of Path 2 leavers and 20% of Path 1 leavers relied on indirect
bids. No indirect bids were utilized by Path 3 leavers.
Column 4 includes general perceptions of managerial responses to exit bids (i.e.,
whether the manager’s behavior was generally construed as positive, neutral, or
negative). Interestingly, managers were often neutral or negative in their responses
toward employees who were attempting to exit. For instance, 18 of 40 (37.5%) managers
responded to bids with a neutral response and 5 of 40 (12.5%) were cost oriented. The
total distribution of responses is as follows: Path 4b (4 neutral, 1 cost, 5 reward); Path 4a
(4 neutral, 2 cost, 5 reward); Path 3 (1 neutral, 4 reward); Path 2 (6 neutral, 1 cost, 2
reward); and Path 1 (1 cost & 4 reward). Path 1 and 3 leavers received the most reward
responses (80% reward), followed by Path 4b (50% reward), Path 4a (45% reward), Path
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and Path 2 (22% reward).
Columns 5 describes negotiation tactics that managers utilized to influence an
employee’s decision to stay (i.e., push or pull) and column 6 includes negotiation tactics
that employees would have preferred to see from their managers. As seen in Table 3,
actual negotiation tactics employed by managers included apathy (37.5%), compensation
(32.5%), appreciation (17.5%), development (7.5%), and resentment (5%). On the other
hand, employee preferences for negotiation tactics included appreciation (35%),
development opportunities (32.5%), and compensation (12.5%). Four employees
mentioned two desired negotiation tactics and eleven did not provide a preference.
Eighteen employees utilized fait accompli bids, suggesting that they were not willing to
negotiate; however, 7 (39%) of these employees cited a desire for the manager to express
his or appreciation of the employee and 11 (61%) did not mention a preference. Of these
18 fait accompli bids, 6 (33%) were responded to with apathy, 6 (33%) compensation, 5
(28%) appreciation, and 1 (6%) resentment. These results suggest a misalignment
between employee preferences for negotiation tactics and actual tactics employed by
managers.
Column 6 in Table 3 shows the time that took place from when employees made a
decision to exit to when they explicitly informed their managers about their desire to
leave. Path 4b and Path 4a leavers had made the decision to exit 15.25 and 13.67 weeks
(SD = 13.9, 11.89) before making a direct bid to exit. Path 3 leavers made direct bids 7.6
weeks after making a decision to leave, Path 2 leavers 2.5 weeks, and Path 1 leavers 2
weeks (SD = 6.7, 3.1, 2.8).
My content analysis identified several clear patterns that hold promise for
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furthering my understanding of exit conversations and the cognitive processes underlying
decisions to stay, leave, and maintain a positive post-exit relationship. First, I discuss in
greater detail the relationship between exit bids and unfolding paths. In so doing, I further
highlight the relationships between managerial responses and negotiation tactics, and
positive-exit relationship potential.
Paths 1 and 3: Direct Communication Strategies and Positive Managerial Responses
!
Of the 5 employees leaving along Path 1, 3 left to attend graduate school and 2
left to be closer to family. Leavers along Path 3 were not necessarily planning to leave,
but received unexpected job offers that pulled them out of the organization. This pathway
included 5 employees; four left for a position with greater responsibility, and one left for
a similar position that offered more compensation.
Path 1 and Path 3 leavers are unique from other leavers in that they have not
necessarily experienced a negative organizational event associated with Path 2 leavers,
nor do they possess the accumulated dissatisfaction that characterizes Path 4 leavers.
Rather, Path 1 leavers have a script to exit as soon as a planed event occurs and Path 3
leavers were pulled from their organization.
My analysis unveiled two main themes that connect Path 1 and Path 3 leavers.
The first theme is that both leavers demonstrated a strong preference for direct
communication. In fact, 80% of leavers along Path 1 and 100% of leavers along Path 3
utilized direct bids first, compared to 55%, 18%, and 10% of leavers along Paths 2, 4a,
and 4b, respectively. Although it was expected that employees along Path 1 would be
most likely to rely on direct bids – because external causes are more conducive to
transparent termination of relationships (Baxter, 1982) – evidence suggests that
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employees along both pathways may have felt that their employers would be more
understanding or empathetic to their situation and therefore receive better treatment.
Analogous, employees may have thought their reasoning was justified and subsequently
showed little concern for their manager’s reaction. It is possible that these employees felt
their manager would see their point of view or alternatively that any negative outcome of
the exit conversation would be insignificant when compared to the potential upside of
pursuing their passion. Therefore, they weren’t as concerned about hiding their intentions
to leave. For example, a Path 1 leaver working for an IT consulting firm who ultimately
decided to stay stated:
I was looking into going into pursuing my MBA, so I did some research… and ah
after I while I decided to go to my manager….told him I’m going to have to quit
to prepare for the GMAT. You know basically apologies, but this is something
I’m really passionate about…my boss encouraged me but made sure I didn’t make
a hasty decision. Technical Consultant
Another Path 1 leaver stated:
I just told her what my goals were, I really appreciate the job…all that great stuff.
I told her that I would take care of all of my duties, train the new person…I have
already hired a new person because there’s so much work. So I was kind of
teaching her all of my stuff, so it felt better for me, I felt more confident in
leaving my job. Medical Assistant
A Path 3 leaver stated:
I discussed the situation at length and I gave my reasons for accepting a new
opportunity. She was very supportive. She said obviously we’re sorry to see you
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go, but sometimes an opportunity comes up and you have to take it. Talent
Acquisition Specialist
This type of positive response by a manager represents my second theme and is
quite common among Path 1 and 3 leavers. In fact, only one participant along Path 1 and
no participants along Path 3 cited a managerial response or negotiation tactic that was
deemed negative. The majority of managers of Path 1 leavers employed negotiation
tactics that made employees feel that they were appreciated. For example, a Path 1 leaver
working for a medical company stated:
She was sad. Yeah she said I was a good employee. Um, and yeah, she was
bummed, but they respect my decision…she gave me a hug, told me that if I
needed anything she would give me a glowing recommendation. Very
supportive…she said if you’ve already made your mind up, I won’t try to
dissuade you. So, uh, I gave a pretty confident speech about it, so I don’t think she
was able to persuade me otherwise. Scheduler
Paths 1–4b: Misalignment of Actual and Desired Negotiation Tactics and Positive
Illusions
!
Although leavers Path 1 and 3 leavers are certainly distinct from those represented
by other pathways, they all seem to share one common bond: the desire to be appreciated
and opportunities to develop and advance. For instance, 35% of ex-employees stated that
a negotiation tactic that made them feel appreciated could have prevented them from
leaving or at least promoted a positive post-exit relationship in the case of fait accompli
bids. Over 32% of employees stated that opportunities to develop could have prevented
them from leaving. Compensation seemed to play a secondary role in motivating the
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decision to leave with only 12.5% of employees stating that more compensation would
have prevented them from leaving. As shown in Table 3, my results show a mismatch
between employee preferences for negotiation tactics and actual tactics employed by
managers. For example, the majority of negotiation tactics left the employee feeling that
the employer was apathetic or overly reliant on compensation as a way to persuade them
to stay. This is particularly important because proper utilization of these tactics could
prevent turnover or, in the case of fait accompli bids, promote positive post-exit
relationships.
One example of this misalignment is represented by a Path 4b leaver:
It’s become emotionally stressful. I don’t feel that I’m valued…He offered me a
raise to stay…offered me a free place to live…I had already made up my mind
and there wasn’t anything he could do at that point. Maybe if he had offered me a
raise sooner. My mind had been made up…I actually didn’t appreciate all of the
offers at the last minute. Because I just wish, oh well, why didn’t you do this
sooner? It made me mad a little bit to even be offered anything at the end to stay.
I almost wish he had let me go when I wanted to go. I felt a little bit manipulated
toward the end because it was just too late. Executive Assistant
Another example of the discrepancy between actual and desired negotiation
tactics can be seen by a Path 2 leaver:
My direct supervisor [when being told the employee was resigning], his
response seemed visibly angry…He just said thanks for your time, kind of
get out. [Interviewer: Is there anything they could have done to get you to
stay?] Um, they could have acknowledged that I was coming in like an
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hour before both of them and staying later than them. I was putting in long
days…they called me replaceable trash. Research Technician
One further example of this mismatch can be seen by a Path 4a leaver:
I guess there was just a blatant disregard for my feelings toward
everything. I expected a little more of a response back and I didn’t really
get any of that…Honestly, [my manager] could have just apologized for
how things were and how things went. Account Executive
Despite several participants having obvious reasons to feel positive about their
decision to leave, surprisingly almost everyone in my sample stated they were satisfied
with their decision to leave. Often times exiting employees faced dire financial
circumstances, the loss of friends, uncertainty, and other negative outcomes associated
with sudden detachment from an important relationship. Yet, only one person displayed
uncertainty in the decision to leave. It is possible that some of these employees were
forming positive illusions, or story-like narratives and cognitive representations meant to
diffuse feelings of uncertainty and dampen doubts regarding oneself, a relationship, or a
situation (Rusbult, 2001; Taylor, 1983). For example, one Path 4a leaver (with no
alternative job prospects at the time of interview) stated:
Yes, it’s kind of like a weight has been lifted off. That this whole new opportunity
that I didn’t even know could exist, now exists. It’s just kind of exciting to have
something completely different in my site. Editor
This type of response was fairly common among almost all ex-employees, many
responding with an enthusiastic “YES!” (Path 4a leaver, Engineer) or “I’m so much
happier” (Path 4a leaver, Account Executive). The only employee to express discomfort
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when asked if he was satisfied in his decision to leave stated (after 3 months of
unemployment), “I don’t know. I’m not working still. I’m being selective. I’m satisfied
not working there, but it’s been kind of boring” (Path 4a leaver, Policy Writer).
!

Discussion
I have identified several important themes that can help further my understanding

of the maintenance and dissolution of employment relationships. First, Path 1 and 3
leavers tend to rely more on direct communication strategies and they tend to garner the
most positive managerial responses. I also observed a misalignment between actual and
desired negotiation tactics, with the majority of employees seeking a response that makes
them feel appreciated and offers opportunities for development. Unfortunately, managers
were often apathetic or overly reliant on compensation to retain employees. Lastly, I
found every respondent to be satisfied with his or her decision to leave, regardless of any
contextual circumstances (e.g., a lack of income and job prospects) that would be
expected to motivate an individual to rethink his or her decision to leave. Therefore, it is
possible that employees are modifying the lens through which they look at reality in such
a way that it suits their immediate need for felt security.
Theoretical Implications
!
Baxter’s relationship dissolution framework (Baxter, 1982; 1984) proved
necessary to understand better the cognitive processes that employees go through when
considering if, how, and when to bring an end to their employment relationship. This
framework has helped me to support the unfolding model and extend it in several
important ways. First, my analysis revealed that leavers on Paths 1 and 3 represent the
most likely candidates for a positive post-exit relationship. It also suggests that these
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leavers are least likely to be talked out of leaving, with 60% of Path 1 leavers and 80% of
Path 3 leavers making fait accompli bids to leave. Further, these leavers received the
most positive responses from their managers. Because leavers along Path 1 were able to
point to an external cause for leaving and Path 3 leavers felt that their alternative also
justified leaving, they were able to be very direct with their managers. Perhaps because
direct bids are seen as more caring than indirect bids (Sprecher, Zimmerman, and
Abrahams, 2010), managers felt the need to reciprocate, responding in kind.
Unlike Path 1 and 3 leavers, Path 2 leavers were much less likely to demonstrate
the potential for a positive post-exit relationship. However, only 33% of these leavers
utilized fait accompli bids, indicating that many were open to negotiation at the time of
exit. Given that these employees did not experience the accumulated dissatisfaction of
Path 4 leavers and their reliance on state of the relationship bids, Path 2 leavers are ideal
candidates for management intervention or negotiation tactics aimed at persuading
employees to stay. Based on my findings, 78% of these ex-employees simply wanted to
know that their managers appreciated them and 22% were seeking opportunities to
develop at the time of departure. Thus, there is an apparent need to provide employees
with greater support when facing shocks. Research on psychological contracts supports
this contention, suggesting that when an employee feels that a contract has been violated,
the result is often increased levels of exit, voice, and neglect behaviors and decreasing
levels of loyalty (Turnley & Feldman, 1999). However, this work also shows that the
relationship between violation and deleterious outcomes can be weakened. It is possible
that by showing employees they are valued, managers can begin a repair process that can
mend the relationship and abate negative outcomes associated with contract violations.
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Unfortunately Path 2 leavers, the most willing to remain with their organization,
were met with the least positive responses. Managers were often apathetic, sometimes
responding with resentment, or misaligned negotiation tactics (e.g., offering
compensation when development or appreciation was desired). Thus, there seems to be a
gap between what my research suggests would benefit organizations and the behaviors
that managers actually engage in. One possible reason for this is that Path 2 leavers were
often facing shocks that would certainly affect their managers (e.g., organization wide
downsizing). Therefore, managers of leavers facing shocks may themselves be
experiencing the negative effects of such jarring organizational events and therefore have
less cognitive resources available to devote to their employees’ needs.
My findings surrounding Path 4 of the unfolding model agree with prior research
by Kulik (2012) in that the exit process was more circuitous for Path 4a and 4b leavers
and that these leavers demonstrated the least potential for a positive post-exit
relationship. On the other hand, I found managerial response to be much more positive
(45% reward, Path 4a; 50% reward, Path 4b) than Kulik (2012; 14% reward, Path 4a,
10% reward, Path 4b). Interestingly, the majority of Path 4 leavers were open to
negotiating the state of the relationship at the time of exit. However, managers often
relied on compensation, when most employees simply wanted to feel appreciated or have
opportunities to develop.
Overall, these findings build upon previous work by Kulik (2012) and
demonstrate the value of integrating Baxter’s (1982) framework with the unfolding
model of turnover (Lee & Mitchell, 1991; 1994). This is the first study to explore actual
and desired negotiation tactics that can help to prevent turnover or promote quality post
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exit relationships. I demonstrated how the unfolding model can be used to identify and
target high potential leavers, delineating those that are most likely to stay and those that
hold the greatest potential for a positive post-exit relationship. Organizations can thus use
these two frameworks to decide where management intervention will provide the most
benefit and the types of intervention that are needed.
Limitations and Future Research
!
One limitation of this study is that my research methodology allowed participants
to tell their story, but I was only able to obtain feedback from two managers (whom were
not direct managers of my interviewees). Aside from direct fait accompli bids,
relationship dissolution is not typically a unilateral decision making process. Therefore,
having data from more managers may have helped to gain a better understanding of the
cognitive processes managers are experiencing, pertinent situational factors (e.g., how is
a particular organizational shock affecting them?), and their perceptions of employee
treatment. It would be particularly useful to gain feedback from employees and their
managers to get both sides of the same story. One way that I attempted to overcome this
is by asking questions that dug into behaviors of ex-employees’ managers rather than
more subjective attitudes or intentions.
!

Conclusion
In sum, I was able draw from Baxter’s (1982) relationship dissolution framework

to further my understanding of the unfolding process. This is the first study to explore the
influence of unfolding paths on communication strategies and actual and desired
negotiation tactics. I predicted the types of communication strategies that would be
utilized by certain types of leavers, finding negotiation tactics that were most likely to
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prevent voluntary turnover or, when that was not possible, help to promote a positive
post-exit relationship. The patterns that came about during my investigation suggest that
employees leaving along Paths 1 and 3 tend to rely on direct bids and offer the most
promise for a post-exit relationship. However, Path 2 leavers were identified as being
most likely to benefit from management intervention aimed at persuading exiting
employees to stay. Path 4 leavers showed the least promise for staying or for a quality
post-exit relationship. Furthermore, this research suggests that there is a misalignment
between the tactics that managers utilize to negotiate with employees (i.e., typically
responding to exit bids apathy or compensation) and what employees really want (i.e., to
feel appreciated and have opportunities to develop). I hope this research will add to the
discussion of how to approach exit conversations and enhance managerial interventions
aimed at influencing voluntary turnover decisions.
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Appendix
Interview Guide
Introduction. I want to thank you for taking the time to meet with me today. My name is
Jonathan Biggane and I would like to talk to you about your experience with exit
conversations at your organization. Specifically, I am interested in discrete conversations
that you have had with your (current/previous) employer about leaving the organization.
The interview should take less than one hour. With your permission, I will be taping my
conversation and taking notes so that I can go back to them at a later time. If at any point
you would like to end the interview, please let me know and I can stop the interview
immediately. At your request, I will also destroy all recordings and notes.
Your responses will be kept completely confidential and every effort will be made to
ensure that no one knows that you have provided any information. This means that your
interview responses will not be shared with anyone outside of the research team and I
will not provide any identifying information in my study. Please remember, you can
choose to skip any question and end the interview at any time.
Do you have any questions about what I have just explained?
Are you willing to participate in this interview?
If yes, the researcher will continue with interview questions.
Section One: Reason for Leaving
1. Was there a particular event or incident that made you want to leave your job?
a. Could you describe that incident?
2. Did you have another job or opportunity lined up when you resigned?
Section Two: Description of Resignation
1. Who did you tell that you were leaving and how?
2. Did you provide any warning signs or signals prior to leaving?
3. Did you discuss your reasons for leaving?
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4. How did your manager(s) respond?
a. Did they attempt to negotiate or talk you out of leaving?
i. If so, why did you stay (or leave)?
ii. Was there anything your manager could have done differently to
get you to stay?
iii. If you left, how long after you decided to leave did you tell your
manager?
iv. If you stayed, what are the chances you will leave in the next 12
months?
Section Three: Description of Post-exit Relationship
1. Do you feel satisfied with your decision to stay/leave?
2. Have your feelings toward your (current/previous) manager changed?
3. Have your feelings toward your (current/previous) organization changed?
4. Would you ever work for that company again?
5. Would you refer others to work there?
6. Would you send business their way?
7. Would you do business with them personally (i.e., as a customer or supplier)?
Conclusion. Thank you for your time and consideration. This concludes the interview
portion of the study. Next, you will be asked to complete a brief survey that includes
demographic information (e.g., age, race, gender), background information about your
(current/previous) employer, and questions about your preferences at work and
perceptions of fair treatment. This survey should take approximately 15-20 minutes.
Thank you again for your contribution to this study.
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Chapter 4: Viewing Perspective Taking Through the Lens of the Social Network
!
The cognitive tendency to adopt the perspective of others, or perspective taking,
has long been considered a vital aspect of social functioning (Mead, 1934; Piaget, 1932).
A key determinant of empathetic concern, it has been shown to abate stereotyping,
prejudice, and social aggression, while improving social bonds (Galinsky & Moskowitz,
2000; Venkataramani, Labianca, & Grosser, 2013). Perspective taking is fundamental to
collaborative working and an important driver of satisfaction and adjustment in close
personal relationships (Galinsky, Ku, & Wang, 2005; Parker & Axtell, 2001). The
concept is critical to modern organizations where work is increasingly accomplished
through informal workplace ties rather than formal channels delineated by organizational
charts (Parker & Axtel, 2001). In this context, interpersonal dynamics are paramount and
understanding the underlying mechanisms that drive close relationships may lead to
greater organizational performance and a reduction in employee withdrawal.
Despite its increasing relevance, little scholarship has been dedicated to
perspective taking within organizations and, to my knowledge, no research has examined
the effect of perspective taking on informal workplace social networks or organizational
attachment. Fortunately, research on intimate relationships has directly addressed the link
between perspective taking, interpersonal communication, and relationship maintenance
and satisfaction. For instance, Davis and Oathout (1987) found that perspective taking
affects relationship satisfaction through its influence on the behaviors that individuals
engage in and subsequent partner perceptions of those behaviors. Specifically, individuals
with high levels of perspective taking tend to be more understanding, sensitive to their
partner’s needs, and are perceived as having a more positive outlook, being more even!
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tempered, and worthy of trust. Moreover, this research indicates that the effect of
perspective taking on relational maintenance and satisfaction increases over time.
Scholarship on interpersonal communication generally agrees with these findings
and suggests that people like to be around others who are high in perspective taking (
Galinsky & Moskowitz, 2000; Galinsky et al., 2005; Long & Andrews, 1990). This is
particularly important because perspective taking helps to facilitate interaction, allowing
partners to adapt and change in ways that unifies interests and values, and creates
enduring social bonds (Long & Andrews, 1990). Therefore, it is possible that perspective
taking plays an important role in the formation and maintenance of relationships at work.
However, there are meaningful differences between workplace relationships and romantic
relationships (i.e., when they are not one and the same) that must be considered. Pertinent
to my discussion is that women often find themselves walking a “tightrope” at work
between being too communal (i.e., feminine) and too agentic (masculine) in order to
abide by social norms (Heilman & Okimoto, 2007). Because perspective taking is
typically seen as a feminine trait (Rueckert, 2011), it is possible that it has different and
perhaps opposing effects on important workplace outcomes for men and women.
Ultimately, these differences may determine their position in workplace social networks
and the ties that they are able to form in organizations.
Such informal networks have been shown to influence a broad range of important
organizational outcomes such as employee performance, job satisfaction, affective
commitment, and job embeddedness, all fundamental mechanisms underlying an
employee’s decision to stay or leave (Brass, 1984; Mitchell et al., 2001; Venkataramani
et al., 2013). Organizations are particularly interested in how to maintain employment
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relationships because of the enormous financial cost of employee withdrawal (Hom &
Xiao, 2011). For example, Right Management estimates that over 83% of employees are
planning to look for a job in 2014 and replacement costs alone are expected to reach as
high as 50-60 percent of an employee’s annual salary (Allen, Bryant, & Vardaman,
2010). Understanding the importance of communicating across perspectives and world
views to one’s informal workplace social network may help us to promote more cohesive
work environments, improve social bonds, and ultimately increase staying behavior.
Therefore, the purpose of the current study is to examine the effect of perspective
taking on organizational attachment (i.e., embeddedness) and the mediating role of
informal workplace social networks. In so doing, I first discuss the concept of perspective
taking and define it in the context of employment. I then propose that perspective taking
will influence one’s centrality in positive and negative tie networks. Finally, I argue that
perspective taking has a conditional indirect effect on embeddedness through these
informal networks with differential effects for men and women, creating a moderated
mediated relationship. In addition to being the first to examine the effect of perspective
taking on embeddedness (through informal networks), my approach is unique in that I
address the role of positive and negative networks, whereas most research has largely
ignored individuals’ negative ties (e.g., Adler & Kwon, 2002; Nahapiet & Ghoshal, 1998;
Payne, Moore, Griffis, & Autry, 2011).
Conceptual Background
Perspective Taking
!
Research on perspective taking has thrived for the better part of a century, but
only recently has it begun to take hold within the management discipline. In his early
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work on perspective taking, Piaget (1932) showed that the ability to take on the
perspective of others is a fundamental aspect of child development. This was
demonstrated with the “three mountains task” (Piaget & Inhelder, 1968) in which a child
was told to look at three model mountains and select a photograph that represented other
student’s perspectives (represented by chairs). Although young children were often not
able to perform the task, older students could. Thus, the ability to adopt another’s point of
view was considered to be a sign of cognitive maturity (i.e., complexity). As individuals
advance developmentally, “their thinking becomes more complex and abstract and,
paradoxically, also more precise and specific. Correspondingly, they become increasingly
able to empathize with others who hold conflicting views” (Bartunek, Gordon, &
Weathersby, 1983: 274).
Perspective taking and more generally, empathy, have been viewed as a
cognitive-affective experience that varies based on the situation. The premise is that
empathetic experience will vary as a function of one’s cognitive appraisal of a situation
(Parker & Axtell, 2001). This approach has allowed social psychologists to study the
effects of contextual factors on perspective taking and is a fundamental aspect of
interventions aimed at enhancing empathy (e.g., Goleman, 1996). For instance, social
psychologists have been able to elicit empathic states by asking participants to imagine
how they would feel given a certain situation or to imagine what a target is feeling or
thinking (Davis, Conklin, Smith, & Luce, 1996). This work has been particularly useful
in the context of intimate relationships where empathetic concern is considered to be a
necessary condition for successful social interaction within a marriage or close
relationship (Long & Andrew, 1990).
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Although perspective taking and empathy are sometimes used interchangeably, it
is important to note that the former is generally considered a “cognitive or intellectual
process that results in affective response of empathy” (Parker & Axtell, 2001: 1087). For
empathy to occur, the person experiencing it must be aware that it is happening to
someone else and understand what that person is feeling (Hoffman, 1975). Thus, how one
experiences empathetic concern depends on how he or she perceives or appraises others
and their situation. Moreover, while perspective taking drives empathetic concern,
research has shown that empathy is not its only consequent. When people engage in
perspective taking they are more likely to empathize with the target, identifying or
understanding their experiences (Egan, 1990) and feeling their pleasure or pain (Aron,
Aron, Tudor, & Nelson, 1991; Betancourt, 1990). However, they also tend to recognize
contextual factors that may lead to things turning out badly for the target (e.g., economic
conditions) and acknowledge internal factors (e.g., hard work) that may lead to successful
outcomes. Therefore, in addition to being more empathetic, individuals who are high in
perspective taking also tend to make positive attributions about the target’s behavior
(Parker & Axtell, 2001). In the current study, I define perspective taking as the tendency
to adopt the psychological perspective of another person.
Informal Workplace Ties
!
The field of social psychology has established that perspective taking enhances
interpersonal relations by reducing aggression and increasing helping behaviors (Batson,
1991). This is particularly relevant to organizations, where employees have multiplex ties
and work is done through myriad informal relationships with others in their organization
(e.g., advisors, enemies, friends). These networks can convey benefits to employees
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through social capital or the idea that one’s social contacts create opportunities for
competitive success for employees and their work groups (Burt, 1992; Putnam, 1995).
Such benefits are most often seen via positive network ties characterized by liking and
respect, where individuals seek out one another for resources such as advice and
friendship. Positive informal ties can facilitate work and supplement formal structures of
organizations by providing alternative ways to overcome problems that the formal
structure cannot handle (Soltis, Agneessens, Sasovova, & Labianca, 2013).
However, informal workplace ties can be problematic for organizations, such as
the case when two employees would prefer to avoid one another. This type of
relationship, called a negative tie, can generally be characterized by animosity and
avoidance. Because negative relationships lack psychological proximity and empathy
found in positive ties, coworkers’ dislike of someone may result in antisocial behavior
toward that person, such as gossiping, being rude, and intentionally harming his or her
work (Brass, Butterfield, Skaggs, 1998). As a result, the individual tends to perceive
being ostracized and socially excluded (Grosser, Sterling, Scott, & Labianca, 2010).
Although negative informal network ties seem to play an important role in
organizations, scholarship on negative networks and employee staying remains sparse. A
rare exception is a recent paper by Venkataramani et al. (2013). The authors found that
centrality in negative tie networks reduced organizational attachment through a mediated
pathway involving satisfaction with workplace relationships. Further, they found the
effect of employee centrality (in positive tie networks) on satisfaction with workplace
social relationships to be irrelevant when employees had fewer negative ties, but stronger
when employees had more negative ties. Therefore, it appears that centrality in positive
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networks can offset some of the deleterious effects of being central in a negative tie
network.
I draw from this work and make a unique contribution to the management
literature by utilizing the job embeddedness model (JEM) to explain the influence of
perspective taking on the extent to which an individual can become stuck (i.e.,
embedded) in an organization as mediated through his or her network position. In the
following two sections, I discuss the mechanisms underlying this process and the
moderating role of gender.
Job Embeddedness Model
!
The job embeddedness model argues that a broad range of financial,
psychological, and social mechanisms influence employee retention and that these
influences are present both on and off the job (Mitchell et al., 2001). It is comprised of
three dimensions, including links, fit, and sacrifice, which are further categorized into
two sub-dimensions: organization and community (i.e., on and off-the-job). An
employees social ties represent his or her links, whereas fit refers to an employee’s
perceived compatibility with the organization and community, and sacrifice represents
what would be lost if one were to exit the organization (i.e., material, psychological, and
social costs).
Research on job embeddedness theory has consistently demonstrated that
employees who are highly embedded have greater difficulty in leaving their jobs
(Crossley, Bennett, Jex, & Burnfield, 2007; Lee, Mitchell, Sablynski, Burton, & Holtom,
2004; Mallol, Holtom, & Lee, 2007). The basic premise is that high levels of perceived
links, fit and sacrifice cause employees to feel stuck to the point that their behavior is
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constrained, abating employee withdrawal. It is similar to affective predictors of turnover
such as organizational commitment and job satisfaction insofar as there is a sense of loss
or sacrifice measured in both cases. However, its indicators have a less affective nature in
that links are non-affective and sacrifice and fit are secondarily or indirectly affective.
Informal workplace ties are particularly relevant to my discussion of job embeddedness
because they drive one’s feelings and thoughts of being stuck or enmeshed in the
organization, providing strong cues about the employees position in the organization and
what would be lost if he or she decided to leave (Soltis et al., 2013). Moreover, the ties
that one forms in an organization can give an employee a sense of inclusion and wellbeing or conversely result in feelings of social exclusion and negative affect
(Venkataramani et al., 2013). Subsequently, informal ties provide valuable insight into
how embedded employees will feel and more broadly how attached they will become to
the organization. In the following sections, I describe how perspective taking can
influence employees’ positions in these networks and subsequently the extent to which
they become embedded in the organization.
Perspective taking and network centrality. The extent to which an individual is
central to a positive network is represented by the number of others who seek this person
out for positive ties such as advice and friendship (Freeman, 1979). On the other hand,
centrality in negative tie networks is represented by the number of individuals who prefer
to avoid a focal person. I contend that individuals high in perspective taking will have
higher centrality in positive tie networks and lower centrality in negative tie networks for
two reasons. First, as discussed above, when a person actively engages in perspective
taking toward others, he or she is more likely to empathize with those individuals,
!
102

identifying or understanding their experiences (Egan, 1990), feeling concern about their
shortcomings (e.g., Davis, 1983), and generally responding with acceptance. Given that
the need to belong has long been shown to be the most important motivator of human
behavior once physiological needs for safety and nourishment have been met (Maslow,
1968; Baumeister & Leary, 1995), it is likely that individuals will seek to establish and
maintain ties with those who are high in perspective taking. In turn, employees are
expected to feel higher levels of attachment to and embeddedness within the
organization.
Second, people often view and explain others’ behavior in a more negative way
than they would their own. This is depicted by the actor-observer bias (Jones & Nisbett,
1971), which suggests that people tend to attribute the behavior of others to their
disposition or character, but tend to take into account contextual factors when explaining
their own behavior. An extension to this research is the self-serving bias (Bernstein,
Stephan, & Davis, 1979), which suggests that individuals provide different explanations
of their own behavior based on whether an outcome is positive or negative. Successful
outcomes are typically associated with internal factors, such as hard work and ability,
whereas failure is explained by contextual factors such as task difficulty. Conversely, the
behavior of others is often explained by situational factors only when he or she is
successful and failures are usually depicted as the result of dispositional factors.
Because these biases are reduced when individuals take on the perspective of
others (Galper, 1976; Regan & Totten, 1975), attributions about others’ behavior become
more positive and more in line with how people tend to view their own behavior. This
may increase feelings of embeddedness in two ways. First, it is possible that individuals,
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even those who are not high in perspective taking, will feel the need to respond in kind
creating a virtuous cycle of positive interactions. Second, Brass (1985) and others (e.g.,
Ibarra, 1992; McPherson & Smith-Lovin, 1987) have shown that people prefer to be
around those who are similar to themselves. Taking on the perspective of another person
implies a measure of similarity in cognitions and attitudes. Thus, to the extent someone
high in perspective taking demonstrates similarity in thoughts and feelings about an
individuals behavior, it is likely that his or her target will be motivated to continue
interacting with that person. Subsequently, the employee becomes more enmeshed in the
organization by perceiving more links, increased fit, and greater costs of leaving.
Hypothesis 1: Perspective taking will be positively related to centrality in positive
tie networks (1a) and negatively related to centrality in negative tie networks
(1b).
Informal workplace ties and job embeddedness. Davis noted that ‘[a]
perspective-taking ability should allow an individual to anticipate the behavior and
reactions of others, therefore facilitating smoother and more rewarding interpersonal
relationships’ (Davis, 1983, p. 115). Indeed, research has shown that taking on the
perspective of others increases a sense of psychological closeness in relationships
(Cialdini, Brown, Lewis, Luce, & Neuberg, 1997; Pickett, Gardner, & Knowles, 2004).
Unfortunately, an absence of rewarding social bonds can be detrimental to an individual’s
wellbeing and ultimately result in psychological devastation – such as when individuals
find themselves highly central in negative networks. In this situation, individuals often
perceive being ostracized and socially excluded (e.g., Grosser et al., 2010). As a
consequent, they are more likely to personalize conflict, responding with distress and in
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some cases even feel physical pain (Pruitt & Rubin, 1986; Taylor, 1991; Eisenberger,
Lieberman, & Williams, 2003).
Social isolation impacts social, cognitive, and physical functioning, with excluded
individuals exhibiting traits such as aggression (Buckley, Winkel, & Leary, 2004;
Twenge, Baumeister, Stucke, 2001), self-regulation failure (Twenge, Catanese, &
Baumeister, 2002), intellectual impairment (Baumeister, Twenge, & Nuss, 2002),
impulsiveness (Baumeister, 2005), and unwillingness to help others and/or cooperate
(Twenge, Baumeister, DeWall, Ciarocco, Bartels, 2007). These consequences are due, in
part, to the likelihood of being cut off from important information that may be available
to others in a workgroup and more generally a lack of a social support system (Ellwardt,
Labianca, & Wittek, 2012). Thus, although centrality in positive networks is likely to
create conditions that are conducive to becoming embedded in the organization,
employees who are central in negative networks are likely to feel socially excluded and
subsequently lack the necessary conditions that would drive an individual to become
embedded.
Hypothesis 2: Centrality in positive tie networks will be positively related to
embeddedness (2a) and centrality in negative tie networks will be negatively
related to job embeddedness (2b).
Perspective Taking, Gender, Network Centrality, and Embeddedness
!
Although research on perspective taking suggests that it generally has a positive
effect on one’s network position, scholarship on gender bias indicates that gender can
affect this process and potentially weaken the relationship between perspective taking
and its ordinarily beneficial outcomes. Moreover, a large body of empirical research
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suggests that women tend to be more caring, people oriented, and better at taking on the
perspective of others than men (e.g., Baron-Cohen & Wheelright, 2004; Davis, 1983;
Eisenberg & Lennon, 1983; Mehrabian & Epstein, 1972).
Although more recent research has attributed gender differences in perspective
taking to demand characteristics and methodological rigor, there is a pervasive stereotype
that the tendency to take on the perspective of others and demonstrate empathetic concern
is associated with more feminine traits (Rueckert, 2011). For example, Hoffman (1977)
found that women have a greater tendency to imagine themselves from the perspective of
others, whereas men have more of a set toward instrumental ameliorative action (i.e.,
action based on viewing the other person as an object that can be manipulated). In a
separate study using functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI), Singer, Seymour,
O’Doherty, and Stephan (2006) found that perspective taking-related neural responses
were much higher in women than men.
Meta-analytic research generally agrees with this stereotype, finding that women
have a higher tendency to demonstrate empathetic concern, a consequent of perspective
taking (Eisenberg & Lennon, 1983). However, these differences were only found when
self-report scales were used, indicating that any gender differences in perspective taking
and empathy are a function of the methods employed. Therefore, while findings are
mixed, extant scholarship on perspective taking and empathetic concern provides a great
deal of evidence to suggest that women may be more likely than men to take on the
perspective of others and show empathetic concern.
Considering that women often find themselves walking a “tightrope” between
being seen as too masculine or too feminine, it is possible that women who are high in
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perspective taking will fail to reap the same benefits as men and potentially be punished
for demonstrating such a stereotypically feminine trait. Rudman and Glick (2001) support
this notion, finding that women applying for managerial jobs are discriminated against
when displaying traits that are seen as too communal (feminine). On the other hand,
Heilman and Okimoto (2007) found that women are often penalized (i.e., disliked) for not
be communal enough. Therefore, women who are seen as exhibiting attitudes or
behaviors that are too far on either end of this narrow boundary condition may face
discrimination in the workplace and be seen as less fit for leadership roles (Rudman &
Glick, 2001). As a consequent, it is likely that perspective taking will differentially affect
men and women’s feelings of embeddedness by either affording them greater
opportunities to form enduring social bonds or inhibiting their ability to acquire such
resources that are essential to well-being and performance.
Hypothesis 3: Gender will moderate the relationships of perspective taking and
network centrality such that women who are high in perspective taking will be
less central in positive networks (3a) and more central in negative networks (3b).
Hypothesis 4: Perspective taking will have a conditional indirect effect on
embeddedness through a moderated-mediated relationship such that the
interaction effect of gender and perspective taking will influence embeddedness
through positive (4a) and negative (4b) network centrality.
Methods
Participants and Procedures
!
Working with senior leadership at a large bank in the mid-south, I identified a
network of over 300 participants for an online survey. One hundred and seventy nine of
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the original 300 participants were chosen for this study based on having exposure and
influence beyond their respective business units and the opportunity to interact with
others in the sample. Although all employees were encouraged to contribute,
participation was voluntary. It is generally agreed that a 75 – 80% response rate is needed
to conduct a valid analysis of a whole network. Thus at 84% my response rate was
deemed acceptable. A survey was administered including demographic, attitudinal,
behavioral, and sociometric (network) items. Participants worked primarily in leadership
positions within different functional groups including sales, marketing, finance,
accounting, operations, human resources, information technology, and general
administration. Of the sample, 5.5% had been with the organization less than 3 years,
17.3% less than 5, 26.8% less than 7, 39.6% less than 10, 73.1% less than 20, 88.2% less
than 30, and 100% less than 40. By race, 58.1% of participants were Caucasian, 35.2%
African-American, 3% Asian/Pacific Islander, 2% Hispanic and 1.7% other. 51% of the
participants were women, 49% were men and the average age of all participants was 46.
All participants were notified that responses would remain confidential and that at no
point in time would they be identified to anyone in the organization.
Measures
!
Perspective Taking was measured using an individual difference measure with
seven items that consider the extent and frequency of which individuals attempt to view a
situation from others’ point of view (Davis, 1980). For example, “I try to look at
everyone’s side of a disagreement before I make a decision.” Coefficient alpha for the
seven-item scale was .8.
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Global Job Embeddedness was measured with seven items assessing the extent to
which an employee is tied to his or her organization through fit, links, and sacrifice
(Crossley, Bennett, Jex, & Burnfield, 2007). A sample item is, “I am tightly connected to
this organization.” The reliability coefficient of the scale was .9.
Centrality in positive tie networks. This was measured by combining the indegree centrality scores of participants in the advice and friendship networks, providing
the extent to which these individuals are sought out for advice or friendship. A roster was
provided to all respondents asking them to identify anyone who they have communicated
with over the last six months. This timeframe was chosen by senior leadership based on
expected frequency of communication within the organization (i.e., communication
within the last six months identified meaningful interactions). Advice networks were
measured by asking “Do you go to this person for work-related advice and knowledge?”
(e.g., Krackhardt, 1990). Friendship networks were measured by asking “do you consider
this person to be a close friend (e.g., confide in this person)?” (Brass, 1985). These data
were assembled into two 149 X 149 cell matrices (one for each type of relationship) and
the in-degree measure of each network was calculated using UCINET version 6.472
(Borgatti, Everett, & Freeman, 2002). In-degree scores for advice and friendship
networks were then summed to create a centrality score for positive tie networks.
Centrality in negative tie networks. In line with past research (Labianca, Brass, &
Gray, 1998), negative network centrality was measured by asking participants to answer
the following question about each person they identified as someone they communicated
with over the previous six months: “Do you consider this person as someone who ‘deenergizes’ you (i.e., you feel slightly drained after interaction with him/her). I then
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calculated in-degree centrality using UCINET version 6.472 (Borgatti, Everett, &
Freeman, 2002) by looking at the number of individuals who indicated that the focal
person is someone who de-energizes him or her.
Control variables. I controlled for several variables that have been shown to
influence employees’ attachment to the organization such as the respondents’ race, age,
job level (i.e., salary grade), and tenure (cf. Brush, Moch, & Pooyan, 1987).
Results
Descriptive Statistics and Preliminary Analyses
Table 1 provides descriptive statistics, reliability coefficients, and correlation
coefficients for all variables. Consistent with standards established by Lance, Butts, and
Michels (2006) and Nunnally (1978) my measures show strong internal reliability
coefficients with alphas of .80 and .90. Examination of the variance inflation factors
(VIF) show that multicollinearity is not a concern with all VIFs below five (Myers, 1990;
Vogt, 2007).
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I also conducted a confirmatory factor analysis (see Table 2) using the sample
covariance matrix as input to LISREL 8.8 (Jöreskog and Sörbom 1996). The fit of the
proposed measurement model was poor (χ2 = 1168.29, p = .00; df = 76; RMSEA = .1;
NNFI = .9; CFI = .92; SRMR = .09) and not significantly better than a one-factor model
(χ2 = 1168.29, p = .00; df = 77; RMSEA = .2; NNFI = .73; CFI = .77; SRMR = .16; χ2
difference test is not significant). Upon further investigation, I found that all items in the
proposed measurement model loaded highly as expected (.53 - .89), except for two
negatively worded items in the perspective taking scale. Given the potential for confusion
with negatively worded items and the relatively lower factor loadings, I omitted the two
negatively worded items (retaining five items). The revised measurement model fit well
(χ2 = 1090.57, p = .00; df = 52; RMSEA = .07; NNFI = .95; CFI = .96; SRMR = .07) and
significantly better than a one-factor model (χ2 difference test is significant at p < .0005).
The revised perspective taking scale continued to exhibit good reliability (α = .80).
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Regression Analysis
!
I examined the hypotheses with a bootstrapping method by Preacher and Hayes
(2007) to test for moderated mediation. Conditional indirect and interaction effects were
calculated using estimated coefficients obtained by repeatedly sampling (using 10,000
bootstrap samples) from my original population of 179 and estimating the indirect and
interaction effects in each resampled data set. Bias-corrected and accelerated confidence
intervals were calculated to avoid issues with power that may arise when forced
symmetry is imposed on ordinary confidence intervals and estimation inaccuracies
associated with Type I errors.
A significant indirect effect is present when the 95% confidence interval does not
include zero. As seen in Table 3, the mediation only model (i.e., no interaction effects)
shows no significant results, with the exception of the relationship between positive
network centrality and embeddedness. Specifically, based on the 10,000 bootstrap
resample, the direct effects of perspective taking on positive and negative network
centrality are not significant (.01, Bca 95% CI = -.17, .18; -.03, Bca 95% CI = -.19, .13).
Therefore, Hypotheses 1a and 1b not supported. The direct effect of positive network
centrality on embeddedness is significant (.02, Bca 95% CI = .00, .41) and the direct
effect of negative network centrality on embeddedness is not significant (-.13, Bca 95%
CI = -.35, .08). Therefore, hypothesis 2a is supported and hypothesis 2b is not supported.
The indirect effects of perspective taking on embeddedness through positive and negative
network centrality are not significant (.00, Bca 95% CI = -.03, .06; -01, Bca 95% CI = .02, .06).
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Table 4 represents the moderated mediation model. The interaction term of
perspective taking and gender is significant when predicting positive network centrality (.36, Bca 95% CI = -.7, -.01), but not when predicting negative network centrality (-.23,
Bca 95% CI = -.56, .09). Thus, hypothesis 3a is fully supported and hypothesis 3b is not
supported. When including the interaction term of gender and perspective taking, the
conditional indirect effect of perspective taking on embeddednesss through positive
network centrality is significant for females but not males (.-04, Bca 95% CI = -.12, -.00;
.03, Bca 95% CI = -.00, .11) and the conditional indirect effect of perspective taking on
embeddedness through negative network centrality is not significant for females or males
(.02, Bca 95% CI = -.01, .12; -.01, Bca 95% CI = -.09, .01). Therefore, hypotheses 4a is
supported and hypothesis 4b is not supported.
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To further assess the extent to which women and men are differentially affected
by their network position, I analyzed ego network composition using UCINET version
6.472 to assess whether or not men have a greater proportion of higher level ties in the
organization. I used salary grade (i.e., 1-4, 1 being highest) as a proxy for level in the
organization and found that men have a higher proportion of higher-level (i.e., level 1 &
2) ties than women (M = 40.21 and 33.80 ties, respectively). Further, I contrasted men
and women based on the level of their ties using a one-way analysis of variance
(ANOVA) with Tukey post-hoc analysis and found a significant difference between the
two groups (p < .05). Using the same type of analysis (i.e., ANOVA), I contrasted men
and women based on their levels of perspective taking and found no significant
difference between groups. These results suggest that women, despite having similar
levels of perspective taking as men, have fewer ties with employees holding more senior
level positions in the organization.
Discussion
I examined the relationship between perspective taking and embeddedness
through a moderated mediated pathway involving gender and network centrality. Results
indicate that although perspective taking is not directly related to network centrality or
embeddedness, there is a significant interaction between perspective taking and gender
when predicting positive network centrality. My findings suggest that while men tend to
benefit from high levels of perspective taking through higher centrality in positive
networks, women with similar levels of perspective taking are less central in positive
networks. Furthermore, positive network centrality is significantly related to
embeddedness, indicating that a higher level of ties in a positive network helps to
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promote feelings of being enmeshed in the organization. As predicted, I did find a
moderated mediated relationship such that perspective taking had a conditional indirect
effect on embeddedness through positive network centrality with gender moderating the
relationship between perspective taking and positive network centrality. These results,
along with my ego composition analysis, suggest that women tend to have less social
capital than men with fewer ties to high level employees and, more specifically, women
who are high in perspective taking have fewer friends and fewer people who come to
them for advice. Subsequently, they are less embedded and therefore more likely to exit
the organization.
On the other hand, negative network centrality did not appear to be related to
perspective taking or embeddedness. One explanation for this is that the average
participant in my study had only one negative tie (i.e., one person who avoided him or
her). It is possible that more negative ties exist, but I failed to capture them in my
measurement. For example, a common way of measuring avoidance ties is by asking
“sometimes people at work make us feel uncomfortable or uneasy and, therefore, I try to
avoid interacting with them. Do you avoid interacting with this person” (Venkataramani
et al., 2013; 1032). My measure asked “do you consider this person as someone who ‘deenergizes’ you (i.e., you feel slightly drained after interacting with him/her).” Although
research and theory indicates that negative ties can be emotionally and physically
draining (Labianca & Brass, 2006; Labianca, Brass, & Gray, 1998), it is possible that this
is only associated with extremely negative ties or people that others want to avoid to a
high degree. Therefore, the former measure may better capture a broader array of
negative ties in the organization.
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Theoretical Implications
!
This research extends my knowledge and understanding of how and why
employees stay with their organizations. Scholarship on interpersonal communication has
long suggested that perspective taking plays an important role in romantic relationships.
However, there has been an absence of research investigating the role of perspective
taking in employment relationships. To my knowledge, this is the first study linking
perspective taking to embeddedness through network centrality. I chose these variables
because previous research suggests that perspective taking is likely to convey positive
benefits in the form of social capital (e.g., Batson, 1991) and network centrality is related
to employee withdrawal (Soltis et al., 2013). Establishing an empirical link between them
has helped me to better understand the underlying and sequential processes that bring
about feelings of embeddedness and offers unique opportunities to integrate management
theory with scholarship on interpersonal communication and psychological theories
aimed at explaining relationships within organizations.
Integrating job embeddedness theory with theory and scholarship on perspective
taking and informal workplace social networks has aided us in explicating the
relationship between how people view and act toward others – e.g., perspective taking
promotes empathy toward others and limits bias since attributions about others’ behavior
become more positive and more in line with how people tend to view their own behavior
– and their subsequent levels of embeddedness that come about as a result of the ties they
form. Interestingly, research on gender bias indicates that men and women are not
afforded the same opportunities when it comes to the outcomes they receive as a result of
their behaviors and attitudes. My work supports this notion, demonstrating that while
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perspective taking improves social capital among men, women are seemingly penalized
for displaying what is often thought of as a feminine trait. As a consequent, women have
fewer close bonds and may feel ostracized, socially excluded, and less embedded.
A second factor that may help to explain why women who are high in perspective
taking are significantly less embedded than men is that they may feel a psychological
contract (i.e., usually implicit, mutual expectations between an employer and employee)
has been breached. For instance, I found that men have a disproportionately larger
number of ties in the organization with higher-level employees, despite no significant
difference existing in perspective taking between genders. Therefore, women generally
have less access to these important resources and are seemingly punished when
displaying the same type of attitudes and behaviors as men. This disparity between
genders in outcomes relating to social capital and perspective taking seems to violate
perceptions of fairness that are integral to psychological contracts. Put differently, at the
heart of psychological contracts is the concept of equity, or the balance between what
employees give to an organization and what they receive. According to Carrell and
Dittrich (1978), employees who perceive inequity will attempt to reduce it through
cognitive distortion or modifying inputs and outputs in their own mind. By feeling less
embedded, female employees may be relieving some of the tension associated with their
perceived inequities.
Practical Implications
!
It is well established within the field of social psychology that perspective taking
can help to promote and develop interpersonal relationships (Batson, 1991). Less is
known about how it can help to promote more cohesive work environments and improve
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social bonds between colleagues. This work suggests that although perspective taking can
benefit employees by improving their informal positions in organizations, it can hinder
women from making close relationships that are vital to their well-being and access to
resources. Managers can benefit from this research by educating employees on genderbias and encouraging men and women to engage in positive behaviors regardless of their
perceived connection to feminine or masculine traits. One way to perhaps identify when
inequities exist is to analyze an organizations network to see who interacts with whom
and the proportion of men and women connecting with ties at different levels of the
organization. A higher proportion of higher-level ties among one gender may hint at the
need for further investigation into this occurrence.
Limitations and Future Research
!
This study was subject to several limitations that may limit the generalizability of
my findings. First, as with most whole network studies, I were limited by the size of my
population and the number of items that could be included in my survey. Because
participants were required to respond to every network item for everyone with whom
they had interacted with in the last six months, expanding my sample would have likely
led to increased attrition and required unacceptable time demands. Although the
timeframe used in my study was driven by the expected occurrence of interactions in my
sample, future research might benefit from utilizing a shorter time frame to include only
recent interactions (e.g., who has interacted with whom in the last month?); thereby
removing less critical ties from the study and allowing researchers to increase the overall
sample size.
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The second limitation in my study was the relatively small negative tie network. It
is possible that I did not capture all negative ties in the sample and therefore missed
opportunities to analyze the impact of perspective taking on embeddedness through
negative network centrality. Although my aim was to promote open and honest feedback
by my use of the term “de-energizing” rather than “avoid,” extant research on informal
workplace social networks suggests that there are other items that may better capture
negative ties (e.g., Venkataramani et al., 2013). Future research would benefit from
investigating this phenomenon and identifying optimal approaches to capturing these
data.
Conclusion

!

My study advances research on how and why employees decide to stay with their
organizations, utilizing a network perspective to highlight the impact of perspective
taking on employees’ feelings of embeddedness. I found that perspective taking has a
conditional indirect effect on embeddedness through a moderated mediated pathway
involving positive network centrality and gender. Importantly, I found that perspective
taking typically conveys benefits to males in the form of more central positions in
positive networks. However, women who are high in perspective taking are often
penalized, holding less central positions in these same networks, and as a consequent they
become less embedded. I hope this research helps to promote investigation into why
employees stay and the role of gender and perspective taking in building cohesive work
environments.
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Chapter 5: General Conclusion
My intent in writing this dissertation was to incorporate research and theory on
romantic relationships to further my understanding of how employment relationships are
formed, maintained, and dissolved. Throughout my examination of the literature on
romantic and employment relationships, I found several theoretical perspectives from
both areas that aided me in this endeavor. The job embeddedness model (Mitchell,
Holtom, Lee, Sablynski, & Erez, 2001) and the unfolding model of turnover (Lee &
Mitchell, 1991; 1994) are predominant theories used to explain why employees stay and
why they leave. Although they tell us much about how employees become enmeshed in
organizations and the reasons employees voluntarily turnover, they leave many questions
unanswered. For example, why do employees stay in bad employment relationships
despite facing shocks, accumulated dissatisfaction, and quality alternatives? How do
employees approach leaving their employer? What sort of signals do they give off prior
to exit conversations and how do managers influence an employee’s decision to stay or
leave? Are there individual differences that have not been adequately examined in
management literature? And if so, how do they affect important organizational outcomes?
These questions are addressed throughout the three manuscripts herein.
In Chapter Two, I integrate research and theory on positive illusions (e.g.,
cognitive adaptation theory; Taylor, 1983) with scholarship on the unfolding model of
turnover, suggesting that employees and employers have upwardly biased perceptions of
employment relationships that manifest through embellishing one another’s positive
attributes and minimizing or dismissing each other’s negative characteristics. Overall,
this work indicates that employees form positive illusions in order to establish and
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maintain a sense of security in the relationship. It also suggests that they act as a
beneficial tool when facing threatening events, allowing employees to adjust to and
overcome shocks by coloring their search for meaning, attempts to regain mastery, and
attempts to restore in positive ways. Therefore, positive illusions likely play an important
role in organizations, pervading all aspects of the employment relationship and inhibiting
employee withdrawal.
In Chapter Three, I integrate Baxter’s (1982) relationship dissolution framework
with the unfolding model of turnover. This was the first study to explore the content of
employee exit conversations and how they can be utilized to not only promote positive
post-exit relationships, but also to inhibit voluntary turnover. Three main themes
presented themselves: (1) Leavers along Paths 1 and 3 tend to rely on direct bids and
offer the most promise for a post-exit relationship; (2) A misalignment exists between the
negotiation tactics employed by managers and those that participants said would have
effectively lead to desired organizational outcomes; and (3) positive illusions play an
apparent role in all forms of exit, with nearly every participant expressing satisfaction
with the decision to exit regardless of circumstances that would indicate that it may have
been a bad decision.
In Chapter Four, I examine the effect of perspective taking on job embeddedness
and informal workplace network centrality. I found gender to play an important
moderating role such that the interaction effect of perspective taking and gender was
significant when predicting positive network centrality. Utilizing a bootstrapping method
developed by Preacher and Hayes (2007), I also found a moderated mediated relationship
such that the interaction of perspective taking and gender had a significant conditional
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indirect effect on embeddedness through positive network centrality. Overall, these
results suggest that perspective taking, a significant predictor of satisfaction in romantic
relationships, also plays an important role in how men and women form and sustain ties
at work and their subsequent levels of embeddedness.
In sum, it is my hope that my research will help us to understand better how to
manage employment relationships. Drawing from work outside of management literature
proved useful in this endeavor. More importantly, it presents new and interesting avenues
that can be pursued to help us create more positive, cohesive work environments that are
crucial to individual and organizational performance.
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